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There is no sex in this story.
*
Terry Langford was madly in love with his wife, Jessica. He fell in love with her the first time he saw her and his adoration of her grew everyday. She was smart, pretty and fun to be with. She made him feel like he was a king. He would do anything for her.
Terry and Jessica met a year after both of them finished college. Terry graduated from Penn State and Jessica from Albright College. Both of Jessica's parents died in a car accident when she was in her teens. Jessica had to put herself through college by working and using what was left of the insurance money. She worked hard and made good grades. Terry's background was a little easier then hers but he always respected what Jessica had accomplished.
They met at work and went together for about a year before deciding to get married. They were a good pair, both a little geeky and both a little shy. The nice thing was, they felt comfortable with each other. They had sex before they got married. It was clumsy but fun. They improved with practice and the sex in their married life was great. They would finish each other's sentences. They liked the same movies and types of food. Life was perfect.
Terry would stay awake sometimes at night, watching Jessica sleep. She looked angelic has she lay with her hair gently draping over her face. Occasionally she would mummer things that, most of the time, he could not understand. She always seemed to be smiling when she was talking to herself. He could make out the name, Jason, and a lot of giggling. Terry never worried about it too much. His relationship and his trust in her were too strong for this to bother him. He assumed that Jason was a childhood friend, or a relative he hadn't met. It could possibly be an old boyfriend or someone she worked with, that he didn't know. He never felt it was necessary to ask her who Jason was.
After Jessica's parents died she went to live with her aunt Harriet. Aunt Harriet moved into a retirement home when Jessica was in college. Once a month Jessica goes up to Reading to visit Aunt Harriet. She usually stays most of the day. She always has her work schedule adjusted so she can get the first Wednesday of each month off. Terry never had a second thought about her monthly trips.
A few weeks ago Terry's work took him up that way. He had a little time to kill so he thought he would drop in and meet Aunt Harriet. He had never met her but knew she and Jessica were close. He stopped and got some Jelly Bellies to take along because Jessica always took some with her. Terry found the retirement home with no problem and went to the lobby desk.
"Hi, my names Terry Langford. I'm here to see my wife's aunt, Harriet Eyrich."
The receptionist looked through her listing and asked him to repeat the name. "I'm sorry there is no one here by that name. Let me check the past lists."
He was a little confused and worried. Was Jessica lying to him and if so why? A few moments later the receptionist looked up.
"There was a Harriet Eyrich here last year but I'm sorry to say she passed away about ten months ago."
Now he was worried. Why was Jessica saying that she was coming to see her aunt every month if her aunt was no longer here? He left the bag of candy on the counter and returned to his car.
All the way home he was fighting with himself. He didn't know what to do. His perfect companion had thrown him for a loop. She was deceiving him for some reason. He never felt for a moment that she didn't love him as much as she always did, but why did she feel she had to keep a secret like this from him. Terry never let her feel that she couldn't be open and truthful with him and he was hurt. Did he do something that led her to believe that he couldn't be trusted? Is this his fault? Is he being paranoid about the whole situation? What was she doing here if her aunt had died? Should he confront her?
The last question was the hardest. He just could not bring myself to ask her about it because he really didn't want to know the answer. Terry never mentioned to Jessica that he had been to Reading or to the rest home.
Finally he couldn't stand it anymore. Terry had to get something out in the open somehow. After they finished supper one night he tried to bring up the subject of the marriage without being too obvious. Unfortunately he wasn't too good at it.
"Jessica, are you happy with the way everything is going with the marriage?"
"Why, what exactly do you mean?"
"Well you know, are we getting along ok? Are we keeping each other happy and satisfied? Is either of us doing anything to aggravate the other one? Things like that."
She came over on the couch and sat beside him. She cuddled up to him and looked into his face. She was beautiful.
"Something is bothering you. Tell me what it is." She murmured.
He couldn't do it. Terry trapped himself and now he was scrambling to figure a way out of it. He could confess what he was really worried about, said it was nothing or make something up.
She poked him in the ribs. "Come on, open up"
"I just wanted to make sure that you were happy and that I was doing everything possible to keep you that way. If there is anything at all you want from me that I am not giving you, please let me know. I love you more than anything and it is important for me that you know that."
"You silly goose. You are a great husband and the only one that could ever fill that job. There is only one thing I want and you know what it is. But I am willing to wait till you are ready because I love you more than you love me, and will do what ever you ask." She poked him again.
How could he not believe her? He did love her more than life itself and knowing she cared for him made his existence complete.
"You are talking about the baby right?"
"Of course. I am ready, and as soon as you feel the time is right we should do it. It is mean and cruel of you to tease me this way by making me hold off. " He knew she was joking but there was a hint of seriousness in what she said
He couldn't bring himself to bring up Jason or the trips to Aunt Harriet. He was afraid if he said anything he would hurt her feelings and that was the last thing he wanted to do. He loved her too much but he still had to know.
Terry would have to think of something.
The next day he made a trip back home from work at noon. He felt like a sneak but he had to do something to ease his mind. Jessica kept a file box with her important papers, birth certificate, passport, and college transcripts. Her college grades were mailed to her house at the end of each semester. The first few years went to her aunt's house but the last year went to a different address. It was addressed to her name in care of Robert Hendrix. He decided that was a good place to start so he wrote down the name and address. He opened up her college yearbook and found a Robert Hendrix, PHD, who was a theology professor at Albright. There was also a Susan Hendrix in the yearbook in the economics department.
The first Wednesday of the month was coming up. Terry arranged to have the day off but did not tell Jessica. He was hoping that he wouldn't make a fool out of himself but it had to be done. He said his goodbyes and left for work as always but instead went to Mickey D's for coffee. After a giving Jessica a good head start he took off for Reading. It was mid morning when he found the house. It was an older stone home near the college in a nice neighborhood, a fitting place for a college professor and his wife. He sat in the car for about five minutes trying to relax. Finally it was time to get it done.
Terry rang the doorbell and looked around nervously waiting for an answer. An attractive, middle age, woman greeted him and smiled.
"Why, Terry what are you doing here? Jessica didn't say you were coming. Robert and I were hoping to meet you for a long time but she said you were always too busy to come with her. I know we've never met but Jessica has shown us your picture so it was easy to recognize you. Come on in. I'll get Robert."
Now I was really freaked out. The whole situation was not what I expected. Robert came up to me smiling and held out his hand.
"It sure is nice to finally meet you, Terry. Jessica talks about you all the time and we were afraid she was hiding you from us. How come you didn't just come up with her today?"
I was stumped. I didn't know what to say or how to approach things. My uneasiness must have been apparent. Robert and Susan looked at each other with troubled expressions on their faces. Finally Susan spoke. "Jessica didn't tell you anything about Jason, did she Terry?"
I was embarrassed. "No, she didn't. I had an idea, but I never ask her and she never brought him up. I don't know anything about Jason. She always told me she was going to see her aunt Harriet. I found out that Harriet died and was wondered where she was going so I followed her. I don't know anything about Jason except that she mentions him in her sleep sometimes."
There was an awkward silence. Robert felt obligated to explain. "Terry, it is not in our place to tell you about Jason. We were under the impression that Jessica had told you everything. She said she was afraid to mention it to you because you would think less of her and she loved you too much. We told her she had to tell you before you found out, but it appears that she just couldn't bring herself to do it."
"I love Jessica very much and I didn't want to ask her any questions that would be difficult for her to answer. It appears that she felt the same way and didn't want to tell me anything that would make me feel uncomfortable. I know that you don't want to be caught in the middle of this but it is pretty clear the two of us will not be able to resolve this without outside help. Please you have to help me out here. I promise I will not be upset with Jessica after you tell me and I will not be angry with you for divulging anything. I do need to know and you have to help me here."
Susan and Robert looked a each other and after a short while Susan smiled. "Promise you would be upset with us or her."
"I promise."
"OK. Jessica is outside with Jason right now. I will tell you a short version of what happened and then you will have to get her to explain it to you in more detail. I don't want either of you to me mad at us. It all started in Jessica's last year of school. She was running out of money to finish and her Aunt Harriet had gotten to the point where it was necessary to put her in a full time care facility. Jessica had no place to live or enough money for tuition and books even though she was working. About that time Robert and I put a notice in the school paper that we were looking for a surrogate mother for our baby. I had good eggs and Robert had good sperm but I was unable to carry to term. We were looking for a girl to carry my egg fertilized with Robert's sperm for us. Jessica was the only one to respond to our request. The three of us got together to reach an agreement. We were willing to pay for her last years tuition and books, let her live here and of course take care of all medical bills if she would carry our baby for us. She agreed to that but insisted on having the option of naming the baby and also being able to see the baby anytime she wanted to. We had a lawyer draw up all the papers and everything was fine till Jessica went to the doctor for her first exam. It seems that she was still a virgin. She had never had sex and her maidenhead was still intact. Since she wasn't going to be able to deliver the baby that way it was decided to go ahead with the procedure. Anyhow, the egg was fertilized and deposited. Everything went fine and nine months later we had a beautiful son that Jessica named Jason."
"Then Jason is Jessica's son?"
"Jessica gave birth to him but he has our DNA. I guess you could say he has three parents that all love him. We can never thank her enough for what she has done for us. Please understand that what she did she did out of love and necessity. I am sure that she didn't tell you because she just couldn't figure out how to explain it without taking the chance of you thinking less of her for doing it. She loves you very much and doesn't want to hurt you. Please give her the same consideration."
I was at a loss for words. I wanted to say something deep and meaningful but nothing came out. I just sat and smiled.
"Are you all right with this?" Roberts asked
"Yes, I think I love her more than I did before, if that is possible. She is a wonderful person and I am proud that she picked me to marry. I am ashamed that I ever had any doubts about her at all. Do you think it would be OK if I got to meet Jason now?"
Susan smiled. "They are down in the yard by the swings. You go down there and Robert and I will bring lunch down for us all shortly."
As I walked down the grassy slope Jessica looked up. She had a small apprehensive smile on her face as if she was glad to see me but worried at the same time. Jason saw me and said something to her. They both smiled again and he ran up to me. I smiled at Jessica to relieve her worry and knew then that it was time. I love my wife more than anything and I know she will have beautiful children.
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There is no sex in this story. Sorry.
This is a repost of an older story so there will be no voting.
*
I don't usually listen in on other people's conversations and have no idea what possessed me to listen in on this one. It was Sunday afternoon and I was in the basement working on the hot water heater when I heard the phone rang. I didn't know what my wife, Janet, was doing at the time and since the basement phone was close I picked it up. Before I could say anything I heard my wife on the upstairs extension.
"Gary you shouldn't have called here. What if John had answered the phone."
"I would have just told him it was work related. Don't be such a worrywart. I just wanted to let you know that everything is set up for tomorrow. We will be at the Deska Motel in room 117. Get there about 1 PM sharp. I'll have a bottle of wine chilling and some fresh strawberries. Don't forget to wear that black silk underwear you said you had."
"Ok, Just so nobody sees us leave work or come back together."
"You sound a little nervous. Are you having second thoughts about this?"
"No, no. Everything is ok. It's just that I am a little scared. I never did anything like this before and it only natural that I should be worried. I am not going to change my mind."
"Everything will be fine, I promise."
"Ok, but if John ever found out about this I would kill myself. I got to go before he overhears something. See you tomorrow at 1 PM sharp. Bye."
I hung up the phone just as they did and sat there for about ten minutes running the whole conversation over and over in my head. Why the hell did I have to pick up that damn phone?
Janet and I had grown up together. We were married a year after we graduated from high school. She was the only girl I ever had sex with and, I assumed, I was the only one she ever had sex with. She was still good looking and still had a nice figure. We had one son, Terry, who was a senior in high school. We didn't have many friends and our whole life was spent with each other. I thought everything was fine between us but apparently I was mistaken.
I decided I didn't need to drain the hot water heater after all. There was some beer in the basement refrigerator. That helped to ease my pain. I figured I had three options. I could confront her straight on and cause a big emotional scene. I didn't like that one. Second, I could drop a few hints or clues or make some remarks that would lead her to believe I was suspicious. That was a little more attractive to me than the first option but I figured that it would just delay things to a later date, when I might not be aware of it happening. The third option was to just let her go through with it. I liked that last one with a slight modification. I decided to let everything happen as planned but at the last minute I would give her an out. If she took it fine, if not, I would have to attack.
There were also three ways she could go. Maybe, if I were lucky, she would just change her mind and back out. I doubted that would happen. The second would be to take advantage of the last chance I would give her. That was a strong maybe. The last option she had was, to go through with it. As much as I hated to admit it, that seemed like the most likely to happen.
Ok, now that I sorted that out, I was ready to plan my attack. It was looking as if I could make a game out of it, and the more I thought about it the more excited I came. After supper I would start some serious plotting. First I had to gather information then get the game plan laid out.
I worked for a security systems firm for almost twenty years. They had been after me for the last year to take over the Huntsville, Alabama office, but Janet did not want to move. Janet worked for an Insurance company for the last ten years. She was doing well but I never liked the guy she worked with, Gary Simmons. I know now, that my suspicions were well founded. Gary was married and his wife seemed nice enough. I was upset that he wanted mine too. The move to Alabama would have been a good one for Terry because he had his heart set on going to Auburn. The resident tuition was a lot more affordable then the nonresident tuition.
While we were eating supper I decided that I was going to take the Huntsville position. It didn't matter what the outcome was the next day, I was still going to move. I would be able to file a declaration of domicile when I got there, and there would be enough time so Terry would be able to pay resident tuition when he started school. I didn't feel it was necessary to say anything to Janet at this point but decided to mention something to Terry after supper. I would give notice at work the next morning and could be on my way as soon as I got packed. Having that settled in my mind made the rest of the plans easier.
Terry and I got along fine, and when I explained that I was going to go down to Alabama ahead of the rest of the family, he thought it was a good idea. He agreed not to mention it to his mother. I did not say anything to him about his mother's plans for the next day. I still hadn't figured out exactly what I was going to do, but I was sure everything would come together before the night was over. I told Janet I had to go to Home Depot for some stuff and took off.
The first purchase was a throw-a-way cell phone with a sixty-minute calling card. I was going to be making lots of calls and some of them I didn't want traced. I stopped by my favorite watering hole to see if I could get some help from old school friends who were less than respectable. It cost me four hundred dollars to buy two big bags of crappy grass. My old school chum Benny told me I was taking a big chance buying that much because I could be charged with dealing. I told him that was exactly what I was counting on. I borrowed a car door jimmy rod before leaving. One of the guys in the bar, that I didn't really know, was Wolf Fraizer. He was a mean son of a bitch and everybody stayed away from him if they could help it. He drove a corvette and I noticed it in the parking lot as I went out. I got a screwdriver from my car and in less than a minute I had Wolfie's license plate. I knew where he worked so I could call him in the morning.
Next came a trip to the Deska Motel. I stopped in the lobby, looked over the rack of tourist attractions and restaurants and took what I needed. The clerk gave me some info about the motel, including a map and the phone numbers for housekeeping and room service. Time to go home.
Janet was watching TV when I got there. I told her I had some work to do in the office and she said she was going to shower and go to bed early because she had a big day tomorrow. While Janet was in the shower I opened her brief case and took out her planner and telephone notebook. I spent the next half hour writing down names and phones numbers. Then came the tedious part. I had to enter all the phone numbers in the speed dial on the throwaway phone and on my own phone. I had a few more numbers to look up in the telephone book before I was done. It looked like I had everything ready when I finally crashed on the couch in the office.
It was a rough night trying to sleep. I kept thinking of what Janet was going to do and wondered what I had done wrong that make her want to do it. By the time I fell asleep I had myself convinced it was my fault and that I had failed somewhere, somehow. Morning came and I had mixed emotions.
I made coffee and set the breakfast table. Janet came down and looked great.
"You look awful good today. Is it a special day at the office?"
"What do you mean? I always look good."
"I know. I was just pulling your chain a little."
We read the paper while we ate. The morning conversation was less than normal but not enough to make a comment about. I couldn't tell if she was nervous or anxious.
"I have a lot of running around to do today. I might be a little late for supper." I said.
"That's OK, I'll make something that will hold till you get home.
Is there anything special you might want?"
"No. Whatever is handy will be fine."
It was a pathetic attempt to make small talk on our part. She knew what she was going to be doing and I knew what she was going to be doing and we were both walking on eggs.
I got to work early and made all the arrangements for my transfer to Huntsville. After signing all the proper papers and cleaning out my desk, I stopped by a divorce attorney's office. I got the forms and information I would need to file for the divorce, if my last attempt did not work. I went home and packed all my clothes and loaded them in the car, pulled the hard drive off my computer and took all the files and documents that I felt I might need. Most of our savings and investments had been shifted into valuable coins, which I also took. The banks were open by this time so I cancelled the accounts and credit cards. I realized that I was being premature on a lot of this but didn't have much faith in the possibility of a change of heart on her part. I stopped by a florist and ordered a dozen red roses to be delivered precisely at one fifteen.
All the time this was going on, I had been checking my watch. Timing was going to be important. About half past twelve I went to the motel and got a good parking spot, where I couldn't be seen but would have a clear view of the room. I carefully got everything arranged on the front car seat. Finally, Gary arrived. He got out of his car with a grocery bag that I assumed had the strawberries, bottle of wine and who knows what else. He went straight to the room and then came back out and filled the room ice bucket. As he prepared the room I started my phone calls.
First was Pizza Hut. "Hello I would like one large pepperoni pizza to be delivered to room 117 at the Deska motel. I might be taking a shower so make sure the guy knocks loud and long enough for me to hear him. Twenty minutes is fine. Thanks."
Second, was a call to Papa Johns, followed by Dominos and Godfathers Pizza.
The fifth call went to the Golden Dragon where I order egg rolls and sweet and sour pork.
I assumed that half of these would call back to verify the order, but that was all right because the effect would be the same.
Janet hadn't arrived yet so the next call went to the motel housekeeping, where I requested some additional towels and another ice bucket. I figured it would about fifteen minutes for them to deliver them.
At last my loving wife pulled into the parking lot. She went down to the end of the building so her car would not be too conspicuous. She left the car carrying a small over night bag. When she got about twenty feet from the door, I called her on my speed dial.
"Hi honey. It's just me."
"John is something wrong. You don't usually call me at work in the middle of the day."
"I was thinking about you and I just wanted to call and tell you that I love you."
"Oh John, that's sweet. I love you too."
"OK, I'll let you get back to work. I'll see you later. Bye."
"Goodbye John and thanks for the call."
Janet hung up the cell phone, turned around and walked into the motel room. That was her last chance and she made her decision. A tear swelled up in my eye as I resumed my telephone blitz.
Phone call number seven when to the local TV station. "Hi, is this WWCTV? There is something funny going on at the Deska Motel. If you have a truck nearby you might want to swing by and check it out. No, I don't know what it is, but the cops are on the way. Ok Thanks."
Call number eight was coming up as I walked over to Gary's car. Luckily, he had parked in a spot where I wouldn't be noticed as I replaced his license plate with the one from Wolfie's corvette. As I was walking over, I called Janet's office. She had a three o'clock appointment with somebody named Rob Kelly. "Hi, this is Rob Kelly. I had an appointment with Janet Martin for three but I have to move it up. Can you please have her call me as soon as possible at 961-4452? I tried to get her on her cell but it was busy. As soon as possible please."
The number was a recorded telephone ad for a law firm that specializes in divorces.
I threw Gary's license plate under his car after I put the new one on. Then I walked down to Janet's car and moved it to the back of the motel. While I was walking back to my car I dialed the next number.
"Hello Mrs. Simmons, your husband ask me to give you a call. He is having car problems and needs you to pick him up right way. He is at the Deska Motel, room 117. You could give him a call on his cell phone or just call the room. The number is 961-7700, extension 117. No, I don't know why he didn't call you. It looks like he is meeting a client, a pretty one too. Bye."
Call ten went to Acme Welding where I ask Wolfie's boss to tell him a white Honda in the Deska Motel parking lot had Wolfie's license plate on it.
The next call went to the police where I reported two kids changing a license plate on a car in the parking lot. I mentioned that something didn't look right and just ask them to check it out. I gave them Wolfie's license number.
The first pizza guy came to the room. It looked like there was an argument but Gary paid him and he left.
Call twelve was to Janet's mother. "Hi Mom, It's John. I don't have a lot of time. Janet is in a motel room having sex with a man she works with. Would you please call her and ask her to reconsider what she is doing. No. I can't talk about it now. You have her cell phone number and if you can't get her there try the motel. It's 961-7700 extension 117. I know, it's a sorry thing, but I have to go. Please make the call now. Bye."
Two more pizza guys showed up at the room, the same time the maid came with more towels. There was a lot of discussion at the door again but after a few minutes they all left.
The next call was to the motel. "This is Mr. Simmons in 117. My bathroom sink is leaking at the bottom of the faucet and the water on the floor is starting to get on the rug. Can you sent someone over right away? Thank you."
A big Harley roared into the parking lot, cruising slowing down the line of cars. Wolfie stopped right behind Gary's car, but before he could do anything a black and white pulled up. The biker and the cop were having a heated discussion as I made my next phone call.
"Mr. Granger, this is John Martin. My wife Janet works for you. Yes, thank you, I am glad she is a good worker, however right now she is at the Deska Motel in room 117 with Gary Simmons, who also works for you. They are there having sex as we speak. Yes, I am sure. You have a company policy against this sort of thing, is that right? I am sure you have their cell phone numbers. Would you please call them to verify or deny this? If you can't get through, call the motel. It is 961-7700 extension 117. I don't want my wife working for your company anymore Mr. Granger and would appreciate if you would let her go. If it is a violation of policy, maybe Mr. Simmons should also be let go. No, I am sorry I had to notify you. Thank you for your time. Bye."
There was an oriental restaurant deliver man at the door to the motel. The cop was going over to the room and Wolfie was waving his arms and yelling as he walked with him.
Call number fifteen went to Janet's sister. "Hello, Nancy. This is John. How are you? Hey, I am having a little problem right now. Janet is in a motel room having sex with a guy she works with, and I am on my way home to get my Ruger. I am going to go back and shot them both but I don't want the police or reporters to find Janet with no clothes on. Could you please call Janet and tell her to get dressed before I get back there. I really would appreciate it. She is at the Deska Motel room 117. If you can't get her on her cell, call the room. By the way I moved her car to the back of the motel. She might not be able to drive. You know, maybe you should just drive over there and pick her up. If you get there before I do, you might want to drive her home. No sorry I can't talk now. Thanks for your help. Call as soon as you can, OK?"
The action at the door of the motel was hot and heavy. The maintenance guy just showed up to fix the sink. The delivery guy was trying to get paid while Wolfie and the cop were talking to Gary. The florist was at the door trying to deliver the roses but wasn't having much luck. It was time for me to leave. My work here was done.
I passed the TV crew as I was leaving.
I still had two bags of grass in the car that I didn't know what to do with. I was going to plant them in Gary's car but had second thoughts about it. I tossed the cell phone and the grass in the river on the way home. I stopped by the house just long enough to say goodbye to Terry. I told him I would keep in touch and not to give his mother a hard time the next couple of days. I would have given anything to know what was going on in that motel room over the last hour.
As I was leaving town I made one more call. I wasn't sure I would get through, but I tried just in case I got lucky. "Hi, Gary Simmons? This is John Martin. Just wanted to let you know, if you lay one hand on my wife, I will rip off your balls and jam them down your throat. Do you understand? " The was a weak answer at the other end. "Yes, I understand." I hung up the phone and hit the interstate.
About eight hours later my cell rang. Caller ID showed it was Janet.
"Hello."
"John, where are you?"
"I'm on I81, just outside of Knoxville. Why?"
"John. What is going on? We have to talk."
"We don't have anything to talk about, Janet."
"Please John, Talk to me."
"Janet I will ask you three questions, OK. Give me straight answers to all three, and then we can talk."
"OK"
"What did I say to you when I called you on your cell phone today?"
"You said 'I love you.'"
"What did you do after you hung up the cell phone?"
There was a short pause. "I went into the motel room."
"Why did you go in to the motel room?"
There was no answer
"Janet, answer me. For what purpose did you go into the motel room?"
There was another pause. "John, I don't want to answer that."
"Goodbye Janet."
I hung up the cell phone and turned it off. I wouldn't need it the rest of the trip.
Since the company was picking up all the expenses for moving I got myself a fairly nice motel room and had a great supper. I had to establish residency quickly so I spend the next two days looking for an apartment. It was easy to get something nice and reasonable because I wasn't too particular. New phone service and a mailing address were next. I changed the title on the car and got a new drivers license. I registered to vote and then I filled out the declaration of domicile. I mailed in all the papers to get the divorce started. Things went pretty smooth and I was soon ready to start my new job.
I called Terry and gave him my new cell number. I asked him not to give it to his mother but told him I would understand if she pressured him. He didn't think it would be a problem. He said she had lost her job and was very depressed. I ask if they needed anything and he said they were fine.
Terry was my only real contact with the old place. A few weeks later he said Janet got the divorce papers from the lawyer. She just signed them and sent them back the same day. He didn't think she even read them. She stopped wearing makeup and started to sell off a lot of her clothes and jewelry. She would have a yard sale every other week and was selling anything that wasn't nailed down. I had given the lawyer a power of attorney so that she could sell the house whenever she wanted to. I didn't want anything from the sale. She took a job at a bakery that was close to the house.
Just before Terry finished high school, Janet put the house on the market. She had priced it so low that it sold almost immediately. The sale was conditional on her and Terry staying in the house till Terry graduated. The buyers readily agreed. Janet found an apartment within walking distance of the bakery and gave Terry the car to take with him to college. It was a small second floor flat and any furniture that she didn't need she left with the house. Terry helped her move and then left for Auburn. By this time, she had gotten rid of almost everything that was in the old house. Terry said the apartment was like a monks room in a monastery. While his mother had never denied him anything she was depriving herself of everything. I could tell he was worried about her.



Four years passed quickly. It was a four hours drive to Auburn from my place and I didn't get to see much of my son. He was busy with school and his friends and I was spending way too much time with my work. Janet had the title company send me a check after the sale of the house. It was for the entire amount, she kept nothing. I cashed it and put it in a folder I set aside for her. I bought a small house and spent most of my time doing fix up and improvement type things.
I didn't date or see any one socially. I just wasn't interested. I longed for companionship but was not interested in getting close to anyone.
Graduation day came and I drove down to watch my son get his diploma. We had assigned seats for the ceremony and Janet had the one next to me. I was glad to see her, even after the way we separated.
She looked good but tired. She was a little older and the lack of make up and grooming made her seem a little sad. We smiled at each other and said hello. They were just starting to hand out the sheepskins so there wasn't any time for small talk. I don't think either one of us knew what to say anyhow.
It was all over too soon. The awkwardness of the moment was interrupted when Terry came over to see us. He was excited about getting his degree and was talking a mile a minute. It was great watching him enjoy his moment of glory. A few of his friends came over and introduced themselves and then the whole bunch of them took off for Gulf Shores, to celebrate. Janet and I were left with each other.
"How did you get here?" I was trying to break the ice.
"Bus. I have a round trip ticket and have to get back to the station by six. Can you give me a lift?"
"No problem. How soon do you have to be back?"
"I took a week off but I can't stay here. I guess I will go back tonight and spend the rest of the week painting my apartment."
""Sounds like fun."
"What's my alternative?" she laughed.
"You could stay a few days at my place. I could even drive you back home from there if you'd like. It's better than the bus."
"Anything is better than the bus. I don't think going to your place would be a good idea though. It would be too difficult for both of us."
"We never did talk. I was mad at the time and cut you off. I didn't give you a chance to explain anything and over the last few years I felt bad about that."
"You mean you want me to tell you about what happen now, after our lives have been destroyed."
"Is it too late?"
"I think so. What can I say to you now that will make things right? You wouldn't listen then, why would you listen now?"
"I can't answer that. Even if we don't get to talk, I think I would still enjoy your company for a few days. Are you sure you can't spare some time. I took a weeks vacation also. Do you have any luggage?"
"No, just what I am wearing. I wasn't planning on staying over night."
"We'll stop at Wal-Mart and I'll get you a couple changes of clothes and you'll be all set. It's a four hour drive and I would really like to have the company."
"I can't envision any good coming from this but I'll give it a try. If you do anything at all to upset me, I promise I will walk away without giving it a second thought."
"Fair enough. My car is over this way."
For the first few miles we didn't say anything. We got off near Birmingham and I got her some underwear, slacks and a few tops. I also talked her into a pair of sneakers but she refused to buy any make up. I didn't push it, just hinted. A little further up the road we had supper, at a Cracker Barrel. She always liked to eat there.
We were moving along up I65 at a good clip when she opened up.
"To have sex."
I looked over at her. "What to have sex?"
"The answer to your last question was 'to have sex.' I couldn't say it when you ask me on that day. I don't know why. Either I was too embarrassed or I didn't want to hurt your feelings. I just couldn't bring myself to say it out loud. After you hung up I realized that you already knew and it was stupid of me to deny it. I tried to call you back but you turned your cell phone off. I knew then that my life had ended."
"You broke my heart."
"I know and I don't know how to make it right. I have laid awake so many nights trying to figure out how to make up for it and can't come up with a thing. After a few years I decided that there was nothing that I could do to make things better."
I couldn't think of anything to say. She seemed to doing fine on her own.
"If you knew what was going on why didn't you stop it?"
"I couldn't stop it. Only you could do that."
"You could have said something."
"No. If you had known that I knew, you would have not done it for the wrong reasons. Knowing that you were caught or might be caught was not a good reason for you to not go through with it. You had to stop it because you knew it was wrong, not because you were going to get caught. Am I making sense here?"
"Yes, you are, but I still wish you would have said something."
"I did. The last phone call."
"You mean the one where you said you loved me?"
"That's right. I felt that I gave you the opportunity to stop before you got started. I gave you the chance to make the decision."
"It was a test and I failed it. I was so stupid."
"I won't debate that."
"Did you love him?"
"Gary? Heavens no. Gary loved his wife as much as I loved you. We were just friends."
"I don't understand. Was it lust or what?"
"Gosh no. It was nothing like that at all. It was more platonic than anything else. Gary and I were just friends. We had no desires whatsoever of making our relationship any thing more than that."
"Well how the hell did the two of you end up going to a motel to have sex?"
"It's a long story."
"We still have an hour till we get to Huntsville."
"Gary and I worked together for almost a year. We talked about a lot of different things over time. One of the things that came up was sex. During our conversation it came to light that neither one of us had ever had sex with anyone other than our spouses. We weren't complaining about having sex with our spouses, because both of us were happy with things as they were but we did become curious. The more we talked about it the more comfortable we became with it. I don't know which one of us brought it up, but we finally starting discussing the probability of having sex with each other just to see what it would be like. No strings attached and it would be a one-time deal. It was more like two adults playing doctor or maybe like, 'I'll show you mine if you show me yours'. I know it sounds ridiculous but that is how it all came about."
"Did you ever think what the downside of this might be?"
"Never occurred to either of us. We had gotten to the point where doing it was going to be just about like going to the movies together. I don't know about Gary, but I didn't think you would ever find out about it, so you wouldn't be hurt. I was wrong. I am so sorry."
"How did Gary's wife take it?"
"She was going to divorce him. I went to see her and explained everything to her, just like I did to you. She didn't go through with the divorce, but I don't think their marriage was ever the same again. Gary was fired when I was, but he protested it. It went to an arbitration board. He claimed he didn't violate company policy because we never had sex. The board didn't buy it. They moved to Baltimore and I never saw them again."
I was glad when we arrived at the house. The conversation we had was long over due and it was a little stressful. Some of it was hard for me to hear. I put Janet in my bedroom and I took the guest room. After making sure that she had everything she needed, I said good night. Tomorrow there would be more conversation. I hoped it would be more pleasant that the talk we had today
The next morning she had breakfast waiting for me. The first time in a long time that I didn't have to get my own.
"So tell me about the sex with Gary."
"You son of a bitch. You know there was no sex and you also know why."
"I guess I ruined a romantic afternoon for you."
"Get real. You know the situation, and even though he brought wine and strawberries, it was not a romantic get together. Don't make it worst than it was."
"Well, did you guys do anything?"
"Oh yah. We answered a dozen telephone calls and we answered another dozen knocks on the door. Some nasty bastard had everybody and their brother either calling us or knocking on the door. The closest we got to sex was when I took my shoes off."
"You didn't have a good time?"
"It was the most miserable half hour I ever spent in my whole life. While that biker was trying to get in the room, to grab Gary, I was able to sneak out. When I saw my car was gone, I started to cry. Just then, Nancy pulled up. You called my sister, and worst than that, you called my mother. She still isn't speaking to me."
"I'm sorry if I ruined something that was so important to you. I accept full blame for what I did. It was a rotten thing to do."
"Oh no you don't. The blame is all mine and if you think you can jump in here five years later and take credit for everything that happened you are crazy. It was my doing. It was my fault. I am to blame and don't you ever try and take that away from me. I didn't wallow in misery for all these years just so you could pull it out from under me."
"I still feel partially responsible and should assume some of the blame."
"Don't do it. When I went into that motel room I lost all my self-respect. I will never be able to get that back. At least, when you made your phone calls you saved my virtue. I still have that, and I thank you for it everyday. I only wish there would have been a way for you to do something earlier but I understand now why you couldn't. It is a sad thing, John. I love you and I have always loved you. I didn't want to hurt you and for that, I am truly sorry. I won't ask your forgiveness because I don't feel that I deserve it. Losing your love and trust has hurt me more than anything else you could do to me."
"Janet, you never lost my love."
"I am glad to hear that John, but what about the trust?"
"Sorry, That's gone, and I don't know how I can ever get it back."
"I understand and that is only fair. What are we going to do for lunch?"
"How about sushi?"
"Sounds great, are my clothes ok?"
We had a good time that afternoon. After lunch we did a little more shopping to get Janet some outfits that didn't make her look like a nun. I even got her to buy a little lip-gloss, but nothing too dramatic. We had a light supper, soup and some cheese and crackers, and then we sat down with a nice glass of wine. It was nice to see Janet returning to her old self. The more time we spent talking the more comfortable she seemed.
"Are we going to have sex tonight, John?"
"I don't know. I still have some issues."
"What issues?"
"Well I am afraid that if we make love that I might be thinking about you and Gary the whole time. I am a little anxious because I don't know how it will go."
"That's bullshit and you know it."
"Well how would you know?"
"I'll tell you how I would know. About thirty years ago, when we first started going together, you told me that every time you jerked off you fantasized about Pam Kramer, the cheerleader. Do you remember that?"
"Did I really tell you that?"
"Yes, you sure did. And every time that we had sex for the next four or five years all I could think about was that you were having sex with me and thinking about Pam Kramer."
"You are kidding, right?"
"No, damn it, I am not kidding. Now the shoe is on the other foot and you can't handle it. I had to put up with it and I don't see why you can't."
"Well, whom do you think about when you masturbate?"
"That's none of your business."
"Come on, we all fantasize. Who is your dream lover?"
"OK, OK. Most of the time it is you, even after we separated."
"What do you mean most of the time? Who is it the rest of time?"
"You really want to know? You aren't going to laugh?"
"No, I promise I won't laugh."
"Mel Gibson."
"You are kidding."
" No I am not. I have always dreamt about having sex with Mel Gibson and I don't think there is anything abnormal about that. He is a very desirable guy. Which brings up another question. For the last five years, whom have you fantasized about while you were getting rid of your tensions?"
"Mostly you. I still think about you a lot."
"Same question back at you. What do you mean 'mostly'?"
"Well sometimes I think of Gary and you together."
"You sick son of a bitch. You fantasize about Gary and me having sex so you can get your jollies off. That sucks."
"Not exactly. After your tryst, I wondered why you would want to have sex with Gary. I didn't have any answers so I assumed that he was a better lover than I was. I was sure that I had failed as a partner in some way and I convinced myself that you were looking to upgrade. I used to think about how he would please you and bring to orgasm after orgasm. After awhile I found myself getting excited, not thinking about Gary having sex with you, but about you having great climaxes. I found it erotic that you were getting pleasured and blocked out the fact that it was with another man, even in my fantasies."
"Ok. We're even. Now deal with it. I am going to take a shower and after that we are going to have sex. You can think about Pam Kramer and I am going to think about Mel Gibson. It's settled. Tomorrow morning, we are going to go and get my stuff and I am going to move in with you. Can you handle it?"
"Are we going to get married?"
"No, I can't marry a man who doesn't trust me. Maybe in a couple of years we will talk about it again."
"Oh, I see. You want to stay single just in case another guy like Gary shows up."
"Bastard. One more remark like that and I'll smack you up side the head. Now go disconnect the phones. I don't want to be interrupted."
It only took about an hour to load her stuff in the car. Terry was right. She really did get rid of almost everything. She sold the furniture that was left, to the landlord for two hundred dollars. As I finished loading the car she went over to the bakery and told them she was leaving. Shortly after that we were on the interstate, heading south.
I looked over at her and we both smiled
"I have just one more question and I won't bring it up again."
"Ok, what is it?"
"Where the hell did you get a Mel Gibson poster?"
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I always hated Mondays. This one would turn out to be one of my worst ones. My wife, Peggy, was very despondent and moody. She fixed breakfast for the boys and I as if she were a robot. She wasn't being nasty, just depressed. It didn't help to brighten the morning. I had no idea what brought it on and didn't feel inclined to ask her.
My sons, Robert, sixteen and Dave, eighteen left for school about the same time I left for work. For the last fifteen years I worked for a freight company that loaded and unloaded container ships. It was hard work but paid good money. I had always wanted to go to sea and this was as close as I could get. My dream was to sail all over the world and see different lands and people. It was in my blood and sometimes I would get depressed just knowing that it would never happen. Home and family seemed to take precedence. I was happy with my home life. I had two great sons and a loving wife who I adored. Unfortunately it was Monday.
The part I hated most about my work was some of the people I worked with. Colin Farrell was the most obnoxious guy in the world and he had three buddies always hanging around: Bob Timbers, Ray Collins and Freddy Springer. The five of us went to high school together, I didn't like them then and I didn't like them now.
"Hey Grady, missed you at the party Saturday night." It seemed like Colin was going to start something early today. There was a company party Saturday night. The boys and I had to go to Chester to help my father move out of his house. My mother died six months ago and dad decided to move into something smaller. Peggy was disappointed so I told her to go to the party without us. When we got back Sunday night I ask her how the party was and she just said OK.
I just glared at Colin and didn't say anything.
"We are sorry you couldn't make it Grady but thanks for letting your wife come. She made the whole evening worthwhile."
I found myself clenching my fists as I listened to his group of hyenas giggling like girls. They seemed to be having a private joke at my expense. As I started to walk away Colin followed and continued his taunting.
"She sure has developed into a fine piece since high school, Grady. You are one lucky guy to have that to come home to every night."
I could see that it was going to be a long day. The veins in my forehead started popping and I could feel the tendons in my neck tightening. All my life I had to fight to control my temper. Again I tried to walk away. I turned to face the group and Colin flipped something towards to. It was red, it was soft and it was a pair of panties.
"Peggy forgot these Saturday. She might need them to go with that red bra she was wearing." The entire group broke out laughing.
I stood looking at them without raising my head. The red silk fell onto the concrete loading platform at my feet. I made no effort to pick it up. I suddenly realized that I had stopped breathing and felt my stomach muscles tensing. I was becoming a coiled spring of fury ready to unwind. I could take anyone of them with no problem but all of them at once might be difficult. At this point I didn't care. I started to move toward my tormenters when a huge hand grabbed my shoulder.
Josh Hamilton, the dock foreman, looked me in the eye and simply nodded his head toward the main office. Nothing was said. I glared at the group with a hatred they never saw before and followed Josh up the stairs. For some reason all of them stopped laughing and got worried looks on their faces.
Josh went into Henry Clarks' office and I sat down across from Henry's secretary, Sally.
"Grady, would you like a cup of coffee?"
"No thanks. I'm too upset to hold a cup right now."
I could see Josh and Henry talking through the glass partition. It seemed serious.
"Sally, were you at the party Saturday night?" She simply nodded yes.
"Can you tell me what the hell happened? I have no idea what is going on. Peggy didn't say anything and I don't know what to do."
"I shouldn't say anything Grady. That is something you should take up with your wife."
"You were there Sally. You saw what happened. Just give me a clue." Sally was fumbling around with some papers on her desk trying to figure out how she could get out of talking to me. "Please Sally, I need to know."
"Peggy showed up at the party dressed to kill. After about an hour Colin started to pump drinks into her. She seemed to be having a good time. Collin would whisper things to his posse every time he got the drinks refilled and they would all laugh. Finally Peggy and Colin went in the back to the storeroom. About thirty minutes later Bob, Ray and Freddy went back. We didn't see any of them for an hour and then they all showed up again laughing and joking. Peggy was smiling but looked like hell. Her hair and her dress were messed up. She and Colin left together about ten minutes later."
"Thanks Sally. I didn't want to hear that but it explains things."
We sat silent for about ten more minutes. Josh came out and nodded for me to go in.
"Grady, I am not happy about what went on this morning. Colin, Ray, Bob and Freddy each got a week off with no pay. I want you to take two weeks vacation. Josh told me what happened Saturday and I assume this is the first you heard of it. I can't afford to have anybody in the hospital. I don't believe any of this is your fault but I expect you to have things straightened out before you come back. I'll do what ever I can to help you through this, just ask. Now get out of here."
I nodded thank you to Henry and thanked Sally again as I left the office. Colin and his boys were nowhere around as I went to the parking area. I left the panties on the dock.
I didn't go home. I started driving north, looking for a sanctuary where I could lose myself. I had a long time to think about the past and the present.
Peggy and I went to high school together. She was big, fat, sloppy and not what you would call attractive. She didn't know how to groom herself or to put on make up. Her hair always looked like crap. She was not in any 'in' groups and was basically a social outcast. Of course that is what attracted me to her. I was six foot three and weighted close to three hundred pounds. I was large but also clumsy, shy and nothing to look at. I was too awkward to play any sports.
Colin Farrell was just the opposite. He was good-looking, smooth talking and athletic. I know it sounds stupid, but the rumor was that the girls would try to get Colin to take them out so that he could pop their cherries. He never had a steady girl friend but never went without a date. I hated the guy. He would brag about his conquests and the girls didn't seem to mind, all except Peggy.
Peggy had tried to get Colin to take her out. She wanted to be able to say he was her first. Colin not only turned her down, but he told the whole school about it. He said he only fucked girls and wasn't about to stoop low enough to screw a pig. The kids in school thought it was a hoot but Peggy was crushed.
I viewed this as my chance to move in. Since I had no idea how to court a girl, I just started being friendly. Pretty soon we became close and by the time we finished school we were a couple. I was the one that got to pop her.
I got a job out of school as a construction laborer. In a years time my flab was gone and I was all muscle and sinew. I was strong and coordinated. It felt good to no longer be a walking joke. Peggy and I were married within a year. Robert and Dave were born very close together and Peggy started working out at a neighborhood gym shortly after. The transformation was amazing. Somewhere along the way she learned how to fix her hair, put on just the right amount of make up and dress to kill. She looked good and I was proud to have her for my wife. I loved her when she was a frog and my reward was a princess. When I got the job at the loading dock our whole life took a change for the better, until today.
The A14 turned into the A1 as I continued to knock down the miles. I knew where I was going and it was just a matter of time. I thought about my two sons. They came from large powerful stock and showed it. We made sure that both of them were active so that they wouldn't turn into the lumps we did. Dave was about two inches taller than Robert and a little leaner. Robert had large hands and large arms. Both of them were fit and able to take care of themselves. We taught them restraint and the importance of not being a bully. They both had the same goal, to go to sea. I guess it was in the blood. I promised I would help them in whatever they wanted to do.
Peggy was a good mother and a great wife. She kept a good house and did not waste money on frivolous things. We had a great sex life, or so I thought. Oral sex was a standard part of our lovemaking. Occasionally she would allow me access to her back door. She did not seem to really enjoy anal sex so it was not a usual thing. Her breasts were a little on the large size, and while her body firmed up from working out, the boobies didn't. There was nothing wrong with them, it was just that they looked like real boobs and not the plastic, stick up in the air ones. When she rode atop of me they would swing back and forth and up and down. I used to kid about giving herself a black eye if she wasn't careful. We had fun when we had sex and I was perfectly content with that part of our life.
I found myself on the M6, still clicking off the miles. The shadows were getting long and I was hoping to arrive before dark. It was a seven hours trip to Port Patrick but it was the only place I wanted to be right now. I kept looking for the A75 and finally found it as the sun went down. There were plenty of parking spaces this time of year by the Duke's Duck. I gave my keys to the barkeep and ask for a room by the week. I had no luggage, change of clothes or razor but didn't care. He took the room key off the hook, gave it to me and hung my car keys in the same spot. I took a pint and sat down in the back corner. The streetlight was shining through the amber bottle glass window by my head. It was time to get numb and forget the world.
I would find myself waking up in my room late in the mornings. I vaguely remembered how I got there. Usually one of the local regulars would help me up the stairs and drop me on top of the bed. I never did get under the sheets. I splashed some water on my face and a couple times took a shower. I had to put the same clothes back on so the shower didn't really help much, odor wise. I was getting a fierce looking beard. I had never let my facial hair grow and it was a little unnerving to see it in the condition I was in. Every couple days they ran my credit card through to keep the tab up to date. I had been wallowing in self-pity for a long while and I was starting to get sick of it.
I was sitting, glassy eyed, staring at the dartboard for the thousandth time when two uniforms walked in. I watched them without looking at them. They talked to the barkeep a while and he nodded in my direction. He also pointed to my keys on the wall behind him. I assumed they were looking for me. I was amazed at my own intelligence. They didn't even try to talk to me. They just pumped coffee into me for the next two hours.
"Grady, Grady Baxter. Do you think you can talk to us?"
"Did I do something wrong?"
"We just need to talk. Are you up to it?"
"Can we go outside?"
The sun was shining but everything was wet. The cobbles on the street in from of the pub were slick and I took my time walking across to the seawall. The whole street was on a slope and I still felt a little tipsy. The cool air was marvelous as it filled my lungs. I don't smoke but the air inside was so thick the results were the same. I leaned over the granite sea wall and threw up. It was mostly liquid because I hadn't eaten much solid food the last few days. My head started to clear and so did my eyes. My two companions waited patiently while I got myself together. I was starting to feel obligated for putting them to so much trouble. The bench I sat on was wet but I didn't care.
"What can I help you with gentlemen?"
"First of all, we were trying to find you, since you were missing for ten days. Second we are trying to locate Colin Farrell and were hoping you could help us."
"Well you found me, so that part is solved. I haven't seen Colin Farrell since the day I arrived here. I believe the barkeep has already informed you that I have not left the Inn since I checked in. I have no idea where Colin is but I think I will be looking for him when I get home."
I chatted with them for about another hour. They had nothing to charge me with and after they found me safe, they seemed to only be interested in talking about Colin. They located me thought the credit card charges. I'll remember not to make that mistake again, if it ever comes up.
I went down the hill and bought some fresh clothes and a toothbrush. I decided I would keep the beard awhile even thought it looked like crap. After a final shower I paid my bill and started home. I stopped about four times on the way. Twice I got something to eat but mostly I was just trying to delay my arrival. There was nothing pleasant or enjoyable waiting for me at home. I did want to see my boys though.
She was sitting on the couch. There was only one light on in the living room. She watched me with her hands on her lap, afraid to move. It looked as if she had been crying but it was hard to be sure in the dim light. I went to get a beer but the thought of it made me a little nauseous so I grabbed a coke instead. I sat in the recliner across from her and waited for her to say something.
"The boys are staying with friends for the night. It was my idea so that we would have some private time to talk."
"Why didn't you tell me about it before I found out?"
"I don't know. I was scared I guess."
"About what?"
"I wasn't sure what you would think or do. I did something stupid and it backfired on me."
"Backfired? What the hell backfired?"
"You won't get mad at me will you Grady?"
"I don't know. It would probably be better if you told the truth but we'll have to wait and see."
"Grady do you remember what Colin did to me in high school?"
"Yes."
"I have been wanting to get even with him for that ever since it happened. Saturday night at the party it seemed like a good time so I set a trap for him."
"Doesn't sound like the story I heard."
"Listen to me Grady. Like I said, it backfired on me. I dressed up real good and Colin started to hit up on me. I let him think it was working and he suggested we go back to the storeroom. We kissed a little because I had to do it, to set him up. After a while he was playing with my tits, but outside my bra. I slipped my panties off and waved them under his nose to tempt him and make sure he was hard."
"Why were you doing this? What were you thinking?"
"I wanted to get even with him. I wanted to make him pay for humiliating me. Anyway, I noticed the bulge in his pants so I told him to take them off so we could enjoy ourselves. He dropped his pants and underwear and then I did the thing that girls are never supposed to do."
"Ok. What the hell did you do?"
"I pointed at his hard pecker and started to laugh. I told him that it was a pathetic excuse for a cock and that there was no way I was going to let any body with a tiny wienie like that screw me. As I teased him about his manhood it started to shrink until there was nothing left but a limp thingy."
"That was a rotten thing to do but appropriate in this case. Go on."
"I got myself together and opened the door to leave. Bob, Ray and Freddy were waiting outside the door. Evidently Colin had told them they could have seconds after he finished with me and they were patiently waiting their turns. I walked passed them and went to the ladies room laughing. When I came back to the party they were all standing around with big smiles on their faces. Apparently they had told all the other guys at the party they had screwed me in the storeroom. They said that to get even with me for humiliating Colin. I was upset and left."
"I heard that you left with Colin."
"That's not true. I left by myself and drove straight home.
"You left your panties there for Colin?"
"No, I just forgot them when I left."
"Why didn't you tell me?"
"After they twisted everything around I got scared. I didn't know what to say to you."
"So you let me find out for my self in front of all my work mates. I felt like a fool, like a cuckold. They were teasing me about what went on and I couldn't even reply because I didn't know anything. I had to find out from a secretary what happened and her story doesn't exactly match yours."
"She wasn't there. I was. What I told you is what happened. Damn it Grady, I am your wife. You are supposed to stick up for me and support me."
Peggy started to cry and walked into the kitchen. I sat there with my coke and watched as she leaned on the Formica table and softly cried. I loved her more than anything. She was the only girl I ever cared about. She was feeding me bullshit and putting on the water works. Peggy had an agenda to preserve her marriage. Sally had no reason in the world to lie to me. I felt an urge to start questioning Peggy on each and every inconsistency in her story but decided not to. I couldn't change what happened and by forcing Peggy to admit to something that she didn't want to wouldn't accomplish anything. I did want to know the truth but I wasn't going to get it from her. I figured I would leave things as they were and let her relax.
I took another shower and got into bed with my wife. She laid her head on my shoulder, whispered that she loved me and we both fell asleep.
I still had some days coming before it was time to go back to work. The boys were glad to see me but were a little standoffish. I suggested a drive to London, which was quickly accepted. Peggy seemed to be happy that the men in her family were bonding. On the drive to London I found out the boys were both suspended for fighting, a strict No-No in our family. Reluctantly they explained they were getting a lot of flack about their mothers' party escapade and finally decided to put an end to it. Several boys with smart mouths ended up with loose teeth and black eyes. They kept the suspension from their mother but ask me for an explanation about the party. I put it off.
We went to the Maritime and Coastguard Agency. I ask for three applications and the boys were ecstatic. It took an hour to fill out all the forms. I had the all the documents we needed, including birth records and passports. After each of us had a short interview they gave us medical forms to be filled out by a physician. We went to Wagamama for supper and started home. It was agreed that nothing would be said to their mother or to their friends. The physicals were completed the next day and all we had to do now was wait.
I always loved Peggy. She was the only girl I ever loved. She was the only girl I ever had sex with. In fact she was the only girl I ever kissed. It was difficult for me to believe that she had done something this low. I found her actions despicable and unforgivable. I was still willing to give her a chance, if by some reason her story could be proven but the odds were long. The end of that week she put the final nail in her coffin.
Peggy had been very attentive. She was careful never to mention anything about the party or any references to anything relating to the party. She never discussed my trip to Port Patrick. She was trying everything in her power to resume our life just how it had been.



That night she was very amorous in bed. After the lights went out she started nibbling my neck and slowly worked her way down my body. She was not using her hands, just her tongue and her teeth. She sucked, kissed and nibbled her way down to my now erect tool. It had been several weeks since I had any relief and when her lips slid over my swollen head it only took a few moments for me to gush my warmth into her mouth. She held her head still and didn't move until I had finished coming then I could hear her swallow and start licking and sucking again.
This time she got me hard and straddled over me while slowing lowering her body until our pubic hair met. She was grinding herself into me in a slow steady rhythm. The lights were out but I could still see her body rocking up and down, back and forth. She was moaning in a quiet animal like fashion. It was a determined movement that quickly achieved the results she was looking for. I could feel her legs quiver as she put most of her weight on her arms and wiggled her hips in tiny little circles. Finally her whole body tensed up and shook as she had her first climax. Our bodies got warm and sticky and I could feel the bed sheets getting wet underneath me. Although she was still moving as before, it was different. The friction was gone. I was now sliding in and out of a soft moist tunnel. I could feel her body raising and falling on top of me but the only feeling around my member was warmth. She continued her movements and the warmth turned to heat. Soon I could again feel myself responding and at last it came. I raised my hips high into the air as I shot my second load into her waiting body. She pushed down on me and we fought each other this way until I finally collapsed in exhaustion. She climbed up to lay aside of me and we slept until morning.
The next day at breakfast I was hit with the ultimate in stupidity.
"Grady, I was thinking. I would like to have another baby."
Now I knew what the love session the night before was all about.
We need a little background here to be able to appreciate the stupidity of this comment. Peggy had been on birth control pills for several years after the boys were born. About three years ago she started complaining about the side effects of the pills. I won't go into the specifics but she was having different types of female problems that were supposed to be either caused or aggravated by the pills. In any event she decided to stop taking them. We were not using any other type of birth control.
A short time later I was in the doctors' office for a rotor cuff problem. I ask him about getting clipped and twenty minutes later I was sterile. I never mentioned this to Peggy, didn't see any need to. For the last three years Peggy and I have been having unprotected sex. No pills, no condom, no diaphragm. At no time did Peggy ever mention or wonder why she wasn't getting pregnant. Now all of a sudden she wants to wave a magic wand and have a baby.
Either she is extremely stupid or she thinks I am extremely stupid. I looked at her in amazement. "I think that would be great honey."
Now being a man, I don't know much about pregnancy but since it had been almost three weeks since the party there is a good chance that Peggy had missed a period and was covering her ass. This put a whole new light on things so I decided to move up my schedule.
The boys were back in school and I got a chance to talk to them a little bit before they left. They seemed to understand my situation concerning their mother better than I did. I felt better knowing that I had their support and backing no matter what happened. I was not sure what was going to occur at this point.
I spent most of the day looking for Collin Farrell. He had to be someplace. At lunchtime I went by the docks and spoke to Sally. Bob, Ray and Freddy were back at work but she had no idea what was going on with Colin. The rumor was that he was afraid I would go after him. That didn't make sense because I was a peaceable fellow. I avoided the work area so I wouldn't run in to any of my three tormenters. That afternoon I stopped by to see a local lawyer and started the paperwork needed to divorce Peggy. I didn't want to hurt her but I didn't want to live with her anymore. The boys would be on their own shortly and I didn't see any reason for me to stick around. The one remaining problem that I couldn't shake was the need to thank Colin and his boys for ruining my marriage. I know that the fault was primarily Peggy's but I couldn't punish her. Her paramours would have to pay for their poor judgment.
Freddy Springer was married but always stopped by Mac Murray's for a pint before heading home. It was just getting dark when he came out the side door and started walking along the building to his car in the rear. I surprised the hell out of him when I grabbed his left arm and twisted it up behind his back. I ran him full speed into the wall and heard a few things break as his face met the brick. His knees buckled a little but I held him by his arm as I started to pound his kidneys with my right fist. As he sank lower my fist started to hit higher and I could hear ribs cracking. I must have hit him twenty times when his arm went loose at the shoulder socket. I dropped him to the cobblestones as a group of people came down the alley. No one chased me as I calmly walked to my car and drove away.
Two hours later I was sitting in the police station. Peggy had just put the house up for collateral to get bail and was finishing the paper work. Alice Springer came storming in screaming that she wanted me put away forever. They were able to keep her away from me but she didn't shut up till Peggy talked to her. I don't know what Peggy said but Alice looked at both of us like we were dirt and walked out. Robert and Dave had my car and drove me home while Peggy followed. The boys seemed to be proud of me but I was careful not to say or do anything to encourage them.
Freddy had a dislocated shoulder, broken nose, two black eyes and lots of internal injuries that they had not fully identified yet. Four ribs were broken but luckily none had punctured his lungs.
My wife and I didn't speak of the problem when we got home. I slept on the couch for the first time in twenty years but didn't mind. I was up and out early the next morning trying to figure out what to do next.
The Osaka-Maru was unloading at Felixstowe. The Captain, Jose Costa, was an agreeable man and was willing to take me on when and if I got my papers. I promised to get back to him later in the week.
On the way home I stopped to top off the gas tank. Just as I finished up I noticed someone rushing toward me. I turned just as Ray Collins hit me on the left side with a piece of two by four. The wood glanced off my left arm before cracking a couple of ribs. I squinted my eyes and bent over from the pain. I remember trying to breath and not being able to inhale. With my eyes closed I saw bright white flashes and then felt my knees buckle. The wooden club made a funny clunking noise as it bounced around on the asphalt. Ray wasn't able to hold on to it after the impact. My right hand darted out as I was falling and grabbed some flannel. I was able to twist around to the left as I rammed my right fist, with flannel, into the ground. I felt myself land on Rays' body, hard. My eyes were still clinched shut trying to block out the pain in my left side. I could not move my left arm. I was acting on instinct as my right hand started to hammer up and down. I don't know what I was hitting but as long as it wasn't asphalt it was good. Both sides of my body were working independent of each other. As my left side was crunching up for protection, my right side was attacking anything it could find. At first Ray was squirming under me, trying to get free but after a few seconds he was still. I didn't stop hitting him until some customers pulled me off. I still couldn't get a good breath of air and it hurt like hell.
One of the medics gave me a shot and I slept all the way to the hospital. I woke up a few hours later with a sling on my left arm and my body taped tight. I was able to breath but with care. Peggy was there and did not look pleased.
"Damn it Grady. What do you think you are doing? You are making a hell of a fuss over that little party problem."
"Sorry honey. I didn't do anything. Why did your boyfriend attack me with a two by four? And what do you mean by a 'little party problem'? Either I get a better explanation about what went on that Saturday, or I will continue talking to people."
"You are not talking. You are hunting them down and thumping them."
I gave her a big smile. "Why would I want to do something like that?"
"Stop acting like a bully and stop referring to them as my boyfriends." Peggy walked out the door just as the doctor came in.
I was more bruised than broken. Ray swung that wood like a little boy. My arm was just sore and the cracks in my ribs were superficial. The pain and problem I had breathing was just from the impact. Early the next morning Robert and Dave came and picked me up. They were grinning from ear to ear and I told them to can it. Ray on the other hand was in bad shape. He would be eating through a straw for about a month until his jaw healed and it would be at least a week till the swelling goes down on his face. One errant blow did happen to break his left collarbone. Of course all the blows were errant because I had no idea what I was hitting at the time.
There were no charges against me because several people testified that Ray attacked me first.
I had to call in to work and get another week off, this time as sick leave. I talked to Sally for a while and she told me that Bob Timbers had quit work and his final paycheck was being sent to his brothers' house in Aberdeen. They still had no idea where Colin was.
Peggy and I were not communicating very well. I was sleeping on the couch every night now. I was able to shed the arm sling pretty quickly but my ribs were still a little sore. At least I could move and breathe normally. The Osaka-Maru was leaving in four days. I stopped by to see my lawyer. The divorce papers were ready so I told him to have them served in four days. I was leaving everything with Peggy. She would get the house but the bonding company would take it when I skipped bail. I could care less. I included a copy of the vasectomy paper work and a recent sperm count lab report in with the divorce papers.
I made a few phone calls to some friends in Scotland and spent some time at the gym trying to recover from the two by four attack. Henry Clark was not happy to see me leave and agreed to keep my departure quiet as long as he could. I ask him to look out for my boys if necessary.
Peggy had stopped going to the gym and the house was going to pot. The wash was backing up and the general appearance of the whole place was going down hill. The meals were just thrown together and the conversation was less than sparkling. I swear it looked like she was putting on weight again. The whole world went to shit in four weeks.
The next day the boys handed me my set of maritime papers. I had never seen them so happy. All three of us were ready to go. I told them to wait and finish this year of school before making any decisions. I don't think they were listening to me. I returned to the Osaka-Maru and took care of everything I had to. The quartermaster gave me a list of things I had to get prior to sailing the next morning. I got my gear and checked into my room on board and then left ship one last time. Robert had left his Triumph Bonneville 750 parked at the end of the dock. A few minutes later I was on my way to Aberdeen.
An eight hours trip on a motorcycle is not a pleasure. The Triumph was shaking so hard that you could not read the odometer. The motor ran smooth and the weather held but I was still glad when I arrived.
My friends had located Bob Timbers and planned to have him at the Four Crowns. The men's at that place was in the back and you had to exit the building to get to it. I stopped in and looked around just enough to let my buddies know I had arrived. Then I went to the side of the building and waited. The first two guys were local but then Bob came out. I heard the door lock behind him as he started toward the toilet.
I grabbed his right arm like I did Freddy's and shoved his head against the stone wall of the building as I went down the alley way. His whole face was scraping along the stone as I walked and he stumbled. I went about fifty feet and dropped him against the wall. He was half moaning and half crying in pain. By the dim glow from the streetlight I could see his right eye socket was solid blood. His cheekbone was showing below his eye and the entire side of his face was one big abrasion.
"Don't kill me Grady, please don't kill me. I'm sorry. I'm sorry."
Now I had no intention of killing him but I figured there was no point in telling him that. "I'll give you a choice, Bob. Tell me the truth about everything that happened at the party and I'll let you live. Lie to me and you die."
"Ok, OK. I'm hurting Grady."
"Talk damn it and I'll get you a doctor."
"When Peggy came into the party without you, Colin got all excited. He started bragging about how he was going to get her loaded and shag her ass. She did look good, Grady, honest. She was all dressed up and looked liked she wanted to have fun. Colin started loading her up with drinks and he told us that we could have sloppy seconds. We didn't think he could pull it off. After a bit he took her back to the storeroom and we followed him. Are you sure you want to hear this Grady?"
"Yes. Keep going."
"Ok but don't hurt me any more. We could hear Colin and Peggy behind the door going at it. She was moaning and saying dirty stuff like the girls in the porno movies. We got hot as hell just listening. After awhile Colin opened the door. Peggy was on the couch with one knee in the air and her bush exposed. It was sticky with cum. Her top was down to her waist, her tits were out and she had a big smile on her face. We each took turns fucking her and she started blowing us while she was being screwed. Grady, we never hurt her. We never forced her to do anything she didn't want to do. Colin and Freddy fucked her in the ass but Ray and I weren't into that. When we got done we helped her get dressed. She and Colin left together and I think they stopped someplace before he dropped her off but I don't know for sure. That's it Grady. I'm sorry. We didn't hurt her honest and we didn't make her do anything she didn't want to do."
I just looked at him. "Do you know where Colin Farrell is?" He just shook his head no. This man was in no position to lie to me. His story was a lot closer to the one Sally told me than to the one Peggy told me. His face looked gross in the yellow light. He was bleeding more and his eye socket was turning a dull black color. Flakes of skin were hanging from his cheek and the raw meat under it was bright red. I knocked on the locked pub door, shook hands with a couple of old friends and got on the bike.
A few miles down the road I passed the medical emergency vehicle going to the pub. It was early morning when I parked the Triumph at the spot I picked it up and boarded the Osaka-Maru. Robert would pick up the bike later. My first duty schedule was that night so I spent the rest of the day resting from my trip. That damn motorcycle beat the hell out of me. I should have taken the car.
I woke up several hours later, showered and got some supper. My supervisor gave me a job description, explained my duties and left me by myself. It was an entry-level job and was not that difficult or mind-boggling. My crewmates were less than friendly and not very helpful. They would answer any direct questions I had but offer no help or advice and none of them seemed interested in establishing any kind of association. I was looking forward to some sort of connection with the rest of the crew but it looks like it will not be easy. They all seemed to be friendly with each other but I was not included in the circle. I decided to wait it out.
Peggy was now aware that I was gone. She should have been served her divorce papers that morning. I am sure that Bob Timbers had given his whole story to the officials by now. I could see my two demon sons snickering to each other over the current events. My shift ended and I went to bed.
Two days later I was summoned to the Captains office in the middle of the day. Captain Costa did not look happy as I stood in front of him.
"Mister Baxter, The Royal Navy has requested permission to land a helicopter on the Osaka-Maru in order to transport you back to the main land. I received an extensive wire this morning justifying their request. I will summarize some of the items on the extradition request. If there are any errors you can explain them."
I simply nodded in agreement.
"They wish to talk to you about the disappearance of a fellow named Colin Farrell. You have charges against you for the beating of a man named Fred Springer so badly that he lost one kidney and might lose the other. You forfeited bail on that charge. You have charges against you for the maiming of a fellow named Ray Collins that was listed as self-defense, but is being changed because of the severity. Finally on the night you boarded this ship you beat a man named Bob Timber in Aberdeen so bad that he lost his right eye. I don't know how the hell you could be here and in Aberdeen at the same time and I don't want to know. It says here that all this mayhem was done with your bare hands to avenge a personal affront. Do you have any comments Mister Baxter?"
"Sir I am sorry for any problems I might have caused you."
"I mean about the charges."
"Just that if I could have found Colin Farrell he would be in the hospital with the other three. I really don't know where that son-of-a-bitch is. I'll pack my things and get ready for the helicopter when it arrives."
Captain Costa just looked at me and smiled. "That won't be necessary. I told them you never got aboard. There is no Grady Baxter on the Osaka-Maru. Now get back to work."
I went back to the crew quarters, took a shower and got ready for my shift. By the time I finished the evening meal the police report had circulated through the entire crew. For the rest of the tour I had more friends that I could handle.
I had no contact with anyone from home until we were about a month out. I got a wire from my lawyer. The divorce had already been finalized so I was now a free man. Peggy lost the house to the bail bond company when I left the country. Colin Farrell was in the hospital with extensive internal injuries and two broken kneecaps. The police were looking for Robert and Dave in connection with the beating. My sons found Colin with Peggy in our bedroom before the house was taken back. Peggy was now living in Austell with her sister. She was pregnant and her old weight problem was creeping back. I still had charges pending and my attorney recommended that I do not return. He had no idea where my sons were.
The news left me with mixed emotions. The next day at breakfast the Captain walked passed the table and stopped.
"I just wanted to let you know that Robert and Dave Baxter are not aboard the Tanaka-Maru headed for Cape Town." We both smiled. I always wanted to be a sea faring man.
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Cassie and I had been married five years and we went together for about five years prior to our wedding. I guess you could say we were childhood sweethearts. I had been with several girls prior to going with Cassie but she had been with only one other guy, as far as I know. Everything was going as planned with our marriage. We had both been working and saved enough money to start looking for our first home. Children would come next. My career, as an engineering designer, was coming along fine and Cassie was planning on being a stay at home mom as soon as the first of the kids arrived.
Cassie was as pretty as the day I started going with her. She had shoulder length brown hair with long, thick bangs coming down to her eyes. Her eyes were dark and they shined when she laughed. She was only about five three but seemed taller because of the way she carried herself. She had well defined hips and a nice waistline. I myself was a tad average, nothing at all to talk about. I stood under six feet and under two hundred pounds. The best thing about me was that I still had all my hair. I jogged at least three times a week so I was in pretty good shape.
The sex was fine. Over the years we had tried just about everything and openly discussed what each of us liked and didn't like. I was happy with her sexual performance and I assumed that she was ok with mine. Life was good. The future was bright. It was bright until we had the night talk.
Normally when we go to bed we do one of two things, have sex or go to sleep. We have never lain in bed with the lights out and discussed personal matters of any type. It was a routine that we both seemed to be comfortable with. I know now why it was a good policy.
"John, can we talk about something for a second?"
"What? Now? Can't it wait till tomorrow?"
She was silent for a moment.
"John, Clayton Brenner is in town for a few days. Would you mind if I saw him while he was here?"
She had my attention. Clayton Brenner was the one guy that Cassie had had sex with other than me. He was a real pussy hound when we were in school. His family had money and Clayton always dressed smart and drove a fancy car while the rest of us guys were trying to keep our junk heaps running. The girls were all attracted to him and he had his pick of them. He would go with one for a few weeks and then dump her and pick up another one. The girls knew what he did but they still thought they would be the one. Unfortunately, Cassie was one of the ones that he used and dumped. He used to brag about his conquests to the other guys, which I found to be real low class. He was also supposed to be pretty good in the sack, and as far as I know none of the girls ever complained about his performance, including Cassie.
"Why are you asking me this now?"
"I just don't want to do anything that you might not want me to do."
"Where?"
"At the Deska Inn restaurant."
"Cassie, Clayton Brenner is not one of my favorite people."
"I know, but we were friends back in school."
"Cassie, you weren't his friend, you were a notch on his belt."
She said nothing and the pause was maddening.
"When did he call you?"
"Yesterday."
"Why are you telling me now?"
There was another silent moment, longer than the first one.
"I am not going to comment one way or the other. You do what you want to do. Let your conscience be your guide." I always wanted to say that.
I rolled over on my side facing away from her. Things were quiet for a while and then I heard her very softly crying in her pillow. This was something that she never did before. I lay perfectly still so she would not know I was still awake. She whimpered to herself for a long time and then finally fell asleep.
It was the longest night of my life. Why would she be crying about my refusal to condone her meeting with an ex boyfriend? Why did she wait a whole day to tell me about his being in town? Why did he call her at all? The conversation we had was short and was not emotionally charged enough to bring her to tears. I was missing something. There was something that I did not understand. I tossed and turned all night trying to work it out. Of course there was an easy solution to my dilemma. All I had to do was ask her.
Did she already see him?
Why did she want to see him?
Was she planning on having sex with him?
Did she already have sex with him?
I was driving myself nuts. I knew that I could not ask her any of these questions. Anything I learned would be from information that she gave to me of her own free will, without my asking. I felt strongly about that and was determined not to give in to the easy way out. If she told me, it would be fine but I would not ask.
I looked over at the clock. It was almost five AM. I got out of bed and quietly went to the bathroom to relieve myself. I was still thinking. I tried some mind tricks to stop it but nothing worked. Before leaving the bathroom, I glanced over to the hamper. I slowly lifted the lid and looked in. Moving a few things around on top, I found a pair of black silk panties and a black pushup bra. These were special occasion underwear. She wore them on birthdays, anniversaries and other times that were cause for celebration. The special underwear always meant special sex. Yesterday was not a special day. We did not have special sex. I didn't even get to see her in the underwear. There was only one more thing left to do. I slowly brought the crouch of her panties up to my face. There was no indication of any fluids or sex on the panties. I was relieved but remembered that that really didn't mean there was no sex.
All I knew for sure was that she had worn her black silk panties that day and I had to assume that she wore them so someone could admire her in them.
I carefully laid the bra and panties on the vanity by the sink. Making as little noise as possible, I got dressed and left the house.
The Waffle House was always open. As I sat nursing my third cup of coffee my mind was still going a million miles an hour. I pushed away the plate of half eaten eggs and grits, paid the bill and had no idea what I was going to do next. Emotions were running rampant. First was the disappointment I was feeling for my wife's infidelity. Second and growing rapidly was the emotion of revenge.
Clayton Brenner was wrong to call my wife. He was a smooth talker and a devious son of a bitch. Just the thought of him invading the sanctity of my marriage was making me furious. A woman never forgets her first lover and because Clayton was handsome and rich it made everything so much harder to take. Taking vengeance on my wife was another matter. I knew what Clayton did. I was not sure what Cassie had done. Spirit and intent mean a lot to me. If she did anything, what was her motivation and what was she trying to accomplish. I didn't feel that I could condemn her till I knew more. Then again, I really didn't want to know more.
I was driving around aimlessly for hours until it was time for me to go to work. I finally convinced myself that I did not want to know what Cassie had or had not done. Knowing either way would have an effect on our marriage, possibly destroying it. I was determined not to let her explain her actions no matter how hard she tried, if she tried.
I was tired and depressed. I didn't want to go to work or any place else for that matter.
Cassie was awake by now. I was sure she found the bra and panties on the vanity by this time. I tried to envision what was going on in her mind but couldn't. There was too much going on in my own head to think about what she was thinking. She now knows that I figured out something had happened. I was not able to concentrate on my work at the office. About ten o'clock the phone rang.
"John. Its Cassie."
"Yes." There was a short pause on the other end.
"I am going to go down to my mothers for a few days. Is that all right with you?"
"How long is a 'few days'?"
"About a week. Is that OK?"
"Sure. Give me a call when you are ready to come home."
"OK. Thanks." There was another short pause.
"John, I love you."
I didn't answer. I quietly hung up the phone and sat in my private office and softly cried for the first times in years.
I took the rest of the week off using some accumulated sick leave. I knew I was going to do something dumb, I just didn't know what yet.
The most probable scenario that I could come up with was that Cassie had gone to see Clayton at the motel restaurant and then went to his room and had sex with him, for old times sake. After she got home she felt guilty and was trying in some fashion to admit to me what she had done. She waited till we went to bed so that I would be a little more responsive to her confession. It was already a done deal and she was trying to get some sort of left-handed approval from me to justify or compensate for her transgression. I didn't give her any slack and now she had a real problem. She knew that I knew that she was not being entirely truthful and she had no idea what to do next. Of course, I could be totally wrong.
I found the black underwear in the trashcan in the garage when I got home. I spent the next two days making myself more miserable. I stayed in the house and played the damn mind games over and over. I felt that Cassie and I had a special relationship and more than anything I wanted to keep it. Any confession on her part would crumble the trust between us. Any inquiries on my part would do the same thing. We were trapped. I felt certain that she would want to confess everything to rid her self of the guilt, and that she was willing to face the consequences that would come with it. I didn't want her confession any longer because I felt that it would destroy the marriage.
Cassie used poor judgment concerning the whole situation. Was she now a slut, a whore, an adulteress or just a housewife who screwed up and regretted it? What was Clayton? He was a skirt chaser who was going after married women who he felt were a sure thing, since he had had them before. He called my home, my sanctuary, to seduce my wife. It was pretty easy to figure out where my aggressions should be directed. I decided to take care of part of my problem the next day and I didn't give a damn what the consequences would be.
It was easy to find out what room Clayton was in. I decided a simple approach was best. I would knock on his door and when he opened it, I would shoot the son of a bitch. At this point I didn't care if I got caught or not. I wasn't going to make a big show out of it and thought that a low profile, in and out, would not be noticed. I decided on the Ruger .22 automatic. I figured three hollow points in the heart and one in the head would do the job. I am not a big gun person. I don't remember the last time I had used or even cleaned my guns. I didn't have that many, a shotgun, a deer rifle, S&W .38 and my Ruger. The problem today was I couldn't find the Ruger. I tried to think where I might have put it or if I lend it to anyone but couldn't remember. Finally I just grabbed the Smith and Wesson and took off for the Deska Inn.
Well the next step in my plan didn't work out too well either. I arrived at the motel to find the place over run with police cars. I put the .38 under my seat and got out of the car. I casually strolled over toward one of the cruisers. They were escorting a lady out of Clayton's motel room. She had a blanket over her shoulder and a female officer had an arm around her. I was afraid to look. As they got closer to the cruiser I recognized the women. It was Susan Bradford, an acquaintance of ours. She and her husband, Barry, had graduated from high school with us. They moved up to Reading so that Barry could open up a car dealership. It was sad to see Susan but I was relieved it wasn't Cassie. Susan was also one of Clayton's old conquests.
As they put her in the car I overheard one officer ask, "Did she see the shooter?"
"No, she locked herself in the bathroom. We had a hell of a time getting her to come out."
A short while later they brought Clayton out in a body bag. I can't say I was too upset about it, but I was looking forward to putting him there myself. Oh well, some days nothing goes right.
I picked up a pizza and a six-pack on the way home.
I used the rest of the week to catch up on yard work and some repairs around the house. I didn't feel like going back to work and now that my fun with Clayton had been sabotaged I felt some depression setting in. I saved the copy of the newspaper with the story of Claytons demise. The police had no clues and no witnesses.
I had the house spotless and a modest supper ready when Cassie got home. It was a cool homecoming, just a modest smile from each of us, and a peck on the cheek. We ate supper and chatted about how her mom and dad were doing. Both of us were being very careful not to talk about anything controversial. I cleaned up the dishes and brought her a cup of Earl Gray. She sat quietly just looking at the fingers in her lap. Slowly she raised her head.
"John, I need to explain to you what..."
"Cassie, I would rather not right now, please. Maybe another time we can talk about it. I had a rough week and I am really not up to it."
"But?"
"Please, humor me. Enjoy your tea."
It was an awkward silence. I took the newspaper with the article about Clayton and handed it to her. She looked at me and read the paper without saying anything. She put the paper down and again looked at me for some sign of approval to speak. I gave her none.
"I think I'll take a shower and go to bed early. I am a little tired from the drive."
"I've haven't been sleeping too good lately. I'll just catch a few winks on the couch. Good night."
"Good night John."
I watched her go up the stairs as I took the teacups to the kitchen. It looked like it would be a while until things were back to normal.
After two weeks I moved back into the bedroom. After about six weeks we started to have sex again. It took four months until our relationship got close to normal. It would never again be the same but we got close. We didn't have any more night talks. We never discussed the episode with Clayton. Cassie got pregnant. We were both happy.
With a baby on the way we needed a new car, a station wagon of course. I stopped by to see Barry Bradford. He was in the process of divorcing Susan and wasn't at all shy about discussing it.
"It's a shame that she was locked in the bathroom and wasn't able to identify the shooter." I remarked.
Barry gave me a funny look. I was trying to figure out what I had said that was wrong. Our conversation up to this point had been open and candid and it looked like I had tripped over my own tongue.
"John, There was no mention of her being locked in the bathroom in any of the newspaper articles or on TV."
"Oh, well I must have seen it some place." I didn't want to tell him I had been at the crime scene.
"I have every clipping and all the information on what happened and that was not covered any where. The police kept that information secret to help them in their investigation. They also did not reveal that the shooter used a .22."
"I don't remember but I must have heard it some place."
Barry stared at me without saying anything for the longest time. He knew that Cassie had also been a victim of Clayton's charm. Hell, everybody knew all the girls that Clayton had laid because he bragged about each and every one. A big grin came over his face.
"John, I'm going to make you the best deal on the best station wagon on this lot. Come on, lets go pick one out."
I assumed that Barry had reached a conclusion as to where I got my information about Susan being in the bathroom. He was wrong, but I didn't see any point in correcting him. Barry eventually got his own Ford dealership and I got a great deal on a new car every two years for the rest of my life.
Cassie and I had two beautiful daughters. Our marriage continued to get stronger despite the one set back. When we attended social functions Cassie always tried to stay close to me. If at any time during the event some hopeful guy hit up on her, she would walk up to me, take my hand and whisper in my ear "Time to go."
I always knew what that meant. It happened a lot because Cassie was turning into quite the head turner. She was aging well. Some of our regular hosts were aware of this little quirk she had and they started to react to it also. When they saw Cassie and I leaving early they would start an inquisition to determine which ass hole pulled the gaff and chastise the hell out of him. It became a regular party game in our circle of people. Once in a blue moon, I would take Cassie's hand and whisper in her ear. She thought that was hilarious but we left anyhow.
Our twentieth class reunion arrived and we drove down to Lancaster to attend. It was like all reunions with a lot of hand shakings and bull shitting. The affair went fairly well and we were having a good time.
As the evening drew to an end a well dressed, well groomed, lady approached the table. It was Janet Brenner, Clayton's wife. She walked up to us, held out her hand and asked me to dance. I looked at Cassie and she nodded it was OK. It was a slow dance and I was very careful not to do anything that was inappropriate. The song ended and we remained standing on the dance floor. She was facing me and holding both my hands.
"Clayton used to keep a pocket scheduling book. When the police returned his things to me, the book was included. I don't know why they didn't keep it or at least read it. I read the entire book, several times and then I destroyed it. I was waiting for this opportunity to personally thank you for making my last twelve years absolutely wonderful. My new husband is the greatest thing that ever happened to me and without you it never would have been possible."
I knew what she was referring to and I didn't have the heart to tell her she was wrong. I figured I had nothing to lose by letting her believe her fantasy. I kept my best poker face on and let her talk. I am not sure what exactly was in his book but it appears that she was able to put a few things together and determined that I had set her free.
She leaned into me and gave me a gentle kiss on the cheek. I glanced over and saw that Cassie was watching intently. I walked Janet to her seat and a large menacing man stood up.
"John, this is my husband, Harold Stanton. Harold I'd like you to meet John Wagner."
"John, its great to finally meet you. Janet and I appreciate everything that you did for us." I thought my hand was going to turn blue because he was squeezing it so hard.
"I am glad to see that things worked out so well for you guys. I hope you have a lot of good years together." It was hokey as hell but I was at a loss. I smiled and gave a little nod with my head.
Walking back to my table I noticed that Cassie was sitting with her head down fiddling with her fingers on her lap. She did that when she was nervous. As I sat down she started to talk. I put my index finger and thumb together and slowly drew them across my lips. She gave me a soft smile and didn't say anything more about it.
We were both tired and it was about a two hours drive back to Reading. There was a little bit of discussion about what went on during the evening but nothing about Janet. We got home, checked on the kids and hit the sack. I turned the lights out after giving her a quick peck on the cheek.
Everything was quiet but I knew she wasn't sleeping.
"John?"
"Yeah?"
"What did Janet said to you?"
"Janet told me that she and her new husband were very happy and that I should thank you for her." I lied.



The dark bedroom was very quiet. Cassie lay very still and very silent. I couldn't even hear her breathing.
"Cassie?"
"Yes?"
"What the hell did you do with my Ruger?"
"Good night John."
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I have been driving for the last two hours to the Marriot in Baltimore. My wife was there on a conference and I was going to surprise her by dropping in and taking her to supper. Yah, right! For the last three months I have suspected my wife of having an affair with one of her co-workers. I just had the feeling that every time she was taking one of her business trips, training sessions or conferences she was really getting laid. Tonight I was going to catch her in the act and end it for all.
My wife, Megan and I, have been married for 14 years. We have two beautiful children, Sarah 12 and Todd 10. Right now, they are staying with my mother. Megan and I had gotten married right out of high school. We dated the last two years of school and it was a natural move into the marriage. She was bright and always happy. She wore her brown hair long. She was thin and had strong angular facial features. There was not an ounce of fat on her. I always thought we had a strong marriage until about three months ago. It was just little things and nothing I could really pin down. I hated to ask her about it or confront her because I was afraid of looking paranoid or jealous. Today's meeting was close enough that I could unexpectedly drop in and maybe catch her in the act.
I took my suit bag with me to the counter.
"Hi. I'm Phil Jenkins. My wife Megan is here for the insurance conference and is in room 214. She said I could pick up a key here."
After checking the computer the clerk got a key. "Could I see some identification please?"
"No problem. Its good that you ask." I showed him my driver's license.
I was nervous as hell as I walked to the elevator. What was I going to do when I caught her? What was I going to say? Should I knock or just walk in? Will she have the safety latch on? Will she be alone? Will she even be in the room?
As I walked down the hall I decided to just put the key in the lock and try to open the door. I will have to see what happens after that.
I tried to be as quiet as I could. After unlocking the door I opened it and found Megan sitting at a desk with her briefcase open doing paper work.
She turned around with a gasp. "Damn it Phil you scared me to death. What the hell are you doing here?"
"Hi Honey. I had a little spare time and though I would drop in and take you to supper."
"Great, you are staying the night aren't you? I sure could use a little company." She walked over and gave me a big kiss. Well it looks like my great plan to catch my cheating wife was a complete bust.
"Do we have time for a quickie before we go to eat?" I hopefully asked.
"Hey, I have to take a shower first, but I'll tell you what. How about a quick blowjob before I shower. After we get back from supper we will have all night to do what ever you want."
Megan undressed and dropped her clothes to the floor. She came over and knelt down in front of me. She liked sucking me off while I was standing. As she unzipped my fly I couldn't help noticing her tiny titties with her special nipples. Megan had puffies. Her nipples were large for the size of her breasts and they were pointy. They stuck out about two inches and were the most suck able things I ever saw. I loved her nipples.
She gave a great blowjob. She knew just how much pressure to apply, just how deep to go and just how fast to move. She was a sucking machine. I was glad I was wrong about her cheating. I loved this woman and didn't want to lose her. As she slid her lips up and down my shaft I could feel her tongue flicking along the bottom. When she pulled back the tongue worked double time on my head. Each stroke got deeper and deeper. It was as if she knew just how long it would take and how to pace herself so that when the time came for me to cum she would be at her deepest thrusts. It never took long because it was just impossible to hold back when she got started. As my legs started to quiver she stroked deeper and sucked harder. I closed my eyes as I felt my whole body unloading into her warm mouth. It was heavenly.
"There, that should hold you until after supper."
With a big grin on her face she turned and went into the bathroom to take her shower. I put myself together and sat on the bed.
Megan's toiletry case was sitting on the dresser and I went over to see if she had a few aspirin to get rid of my headache from driving. I didn't find any pills but in the side pocket of her case I noticed something strange. I slowly pulled a pack of six condoms from the case. I held them in my hand as I sat on the bed.
After Todd was born, Megan went on birth control pills. They made her throw up when she took them so we decided that I would get a vasectomy. Since then we had not used any birth control. It was nice not having the hassle of condoms or pills. Of course now the question is what the hell are these doing in her toiletry case. I am not stupid and quickly came to the conclusion that my wonderful wife was indeed cheating. Now I didn't know what to do. Rummaging around in her case I found a couple of safety pins she kept for clothing emergencies. I took one of the pins and carefully poked a hole through the middle of each of the rubbers. I replaced them just as I found them. She was still in her shower so I took my cell phone and called a friend at home.
"Freddy. This is Phil. I need you to do a favor for me"
"No problem, what do you need?"
"Wait about an hour then call me on my cell and tell me a pipe burst at the school and they need me as soon as possible. Actually all you have to do is call and I'll fill it in at my end."
"Got it. I'll call about seven. See yah buddy."
I decided I really didn't want to spend the night with my wife. I was sorry that we did what we did already and did not want to add to it. I would be able to think on the drive home. I knew I had to something but at this point did not know what.
As Megan got out of the shower it was all I could do not to confront her. I was burning up inside and wanted to hurt this woman, who was my wife, in some fashion. I am not a violent man. I never lose my temper and try to stay cool under any situation. I also figured out it was better if I did not let her know that I was aware of her infidelity. By the time we got to the dining room I was totally depressed.
"Order anything you want dear, I can expense it."
"Well I'm not really that hungry. I think I'll just have the small filet."
"That's sound good for me too. How about a bottle of rose to go with that?"
After the waiter took the order I couldn't help myself. I had to probe a little. "Megan, are you happy with the way our marriage is going?"
"Of course. I have a nice home, two great kids and a husband who loves me. What more could I ask for?"
"Oh I don't know. I guess I just wonder sometimes if I am doing everything possible to keep you happy. I feel so lucky to have such a fabulous lady for a wife. Sometimes I have to pinch myself to believe its real."
"Oh you silly goose. That's why you drove all the way down here to see me. Well I don't think you have anything to worry about. I am happy and content and you are doing all the right things. A woman couldn't ask for a better husband than you."
The waiter brought our dinners and we made small talk about nothing through out the meal.
Just as plates were being taken away my cell phone rang. I excused myself and went into the lobby so I wouldn't disturb any other diners. I waited a few minutes and went back in.
"That was Freddy. A water pipe broke at the school. I really have to get back there as soon as I can. I'm sorry I have to cancel on our night together."
There was a look of disappointment on Megan's face. I couldn't tell if it was real or not. It didn't matter to her if I stayed or left. One way or the other she was going to get screwed.
As we were getting on the elevator Kirk Langford was getting off. Kirk was the business associate that Megan always seemed to be traveling with.
"Oh, Hi Megan I stopped by the room to see if you wanted to get some supper but there was no answer. I see why now." He held out his hand. "Kirk Langford, and you must be Phil. Megan talks about you all the time."
"Phil came down for the night but an emergency came up and he has to go back. Guess I'll have to sleep alone again tonight."
It was hard shaking hands and feigning a nice smile. As we were riding up in the elevator I had to bring up the subject again that was eating at me.
"Megan I would really like you to quit your job and also I would feel better if you were not working with Kirk. We discussed it before and it is important to me."
"Phil, I told you, I have no intention of quitting my job. I like what I am doing and I am learning a lot from Kirk. You have to get over this paranoia you have about Kirk and me."
Megan and I went to the room and after a quick kiss I picked up my bags and left for the trip home. I couldn't help thinking all the way home about Kirk stopping by Megan's room after he had his supper. By the time I arrived at the house I was a basket case. I have begun to hate my wife for what she was doing to me.
I wish I were one of those guys who could figure out all those fancy ways to catch their cheating wives but I was dumbfounded. What could I do about it? I couldn't even figure out a way to get out of having sex with her. Divorce was what I really wanted but really didn't have enough evidence to justify it. I felt defeated. My wife was cheating on me. I knew it and couldn't do anything about it. I was not going to put up with it but needed help. Two days later Megan came home, smiling like a schoolgirl. I could tell she had a good time and it made me madder than I was. I checked her bag and there was one condom left. It still had a hole in it. Sex with my wife that night was more of a chore than a pleasure.
Saturday was the Globis Insurance company picnic. At least the kids would have something enjoyable to do. This was not a day that I was looking forward to it. I couldn't help but believe that some of the other people in the company knew what was going on and I felt a little like a cuckold. I tried to be low profile so I wouldn't become the butt of any crude jokes. Maybe I was a little paranoid but I couldn't help it. Megan was having fun socializing all over the place and especially with Kirk. They were not doing anything touchy feely but they were definitely close. I was being ignored which was fine.
"Hi, I'm Janet Langford. You must be Phil Jenkins." She was a knock out. Now I was really confused. I thought my wife was great and I loved her, but Janet Langford was a picture right out of a pin up magazine. She had long auburn hair and big blue eyes. Her body was perfect even though she was a little short. Why would Kirk Langford cheat on a stunner like this?
"Oh I'm sorry you caught me daydreaming. Hi. It's a pleasure to meet you."
"Can we go someplace and talk, maybe someplace with no kids and noisy people around?"
"Sure, lets wander down by the lake. Nobody's gone to miss me."
"Me either."
There were some nice benches about a hundred yards from the picnic area. We sat down on one of them overlooking the lake.
"I'm all ears, what would you like to talk about?"
Janet hesitated. "This is difficult for me. I don't know exactly how to bring it up. It is a very delicate subject."
At that point I knew that she knew. I decided to make it easy for her. "Are referring to the affair that Kirk and my wife are having? I just found out this week."
Janet seemed relieved. "I have known for about two months. I am getting ready to have divorce paper served but I need a little help. I hired a detective to get proof for me but my lawyer said I would have a much better case if Megan would be willing to testify or at least sign a notarized statement attesting to the affair."
"What do you mean by proof?"
"I have photos and taped phone conversations. I wasn't able to get any videos yet, but the photos are pretty good. I also have times and dates."
"I can try and help. I am not sure how, but I can work on it. Do you think your lawyer could help me with the same divorce papers using some of your evidence? I would really appreciate it because I don't have anything for proof at all."
"I am also suing Globis. I have some statements that confirm that certain management level company officials knew of the affair and did nothing to stop it. They will have a choice, fire both of them or face a million dollar law suit."
"Wow. I am certainly impressed."
"Kirk is playing golf tomorrow morning. Can you come over to the house about mid morning? He should be gone till late afternoon. I can show you what I have and we can figure out if there is anything we can do. I live at 206 Hemlock Avenue in Crestmont."
"Ok it's a date. Not really a date but you know what I mean." We both laughed a little. I felt comfortable with her.
We walked back up to the picnic area. No one ever missed us. I felt a lot better about things. Maybe this whole mess could be resolved. I sure hope so.
As I expected the next morning, Megan told me she had some shopping to do and would be gone a couple of hours. After she left I dropped the kids off at my moms and headed over to Crestmont. Janet met me at the door and we went into the den. There was a nice leather couch and on the table in front of it was a large computer monitor. On the screen was a picture of an empty motel room. She motioned me to sit down.
"I have beer, soda and wine. What would you like?"
"Regular soda is fine, Pepsi if you have it. You have my attention Janet. Care to tell me what is going on."
"Well, in a few minutes we are going to watch my dear husband play a round of golf, live and in full color. I hope you won't be too upset but I think you are going to recognize his caddie."
"How the hell did you arrange this?"
"It cost me fourteen hundred bucks to get everything in place for this. It better be worth it. Of course Kirk is going to pay for it. I am guessing it will last about two hours, so get comfortable. I have popcorn and nachos to help us pass the time. By the way, I will be getting a DVD of the whole session and will gladly give you a copy."
"I don't really want to see this but on the other hand I wouldn't miss it for the world. Let the show begin."
We made small talk for about twenty minutes. She showed me the information she had collected about the affair. I was amazed at the photos, tapes and documents she had collected. I was also crushed because now I knew for sure what Megan was doing.
I was surprised to learn that Janet had three large Koi ponds in the back yard. I was hoping to get a chance to see them and asked if I could bring the children over sometime. She seemed pleased that I was interested and said she would love to have them come by. About that time there was some action on the monitor.
As Janet had predicted, Kirk and Megan walked into the room and immediately started to undress. There was no small talk and no foreplay, they just stripped down and jumped on the bed. The video was great but the sound was a little garbled. It didn't matter because the picture was the important part. I felt a little uncomfortable sitting on a couch with a stranger watching my wife and her husband having sex.
"Wow, you don't see nipples like that very often." Janet commented.
I smiled but didn't know what to say as a reply. In fact I didn't know what to say at all.
They started off with a traditional 69 with Megan on top. The camera angle didn't give us the best view of exactly what was going on but there was no doubt what they were doing. Her head was bobbing up and down at a good steady pace. He was working his fingers like a piano player as he buried his face between her legs. I have to admit they were working well together. There bodies were undulating faster and faster as they came close to the finish line. Megan raised herself up on her arms and started banging her head up and down faster and deeper. Kirk brought his hips up to meet her ravishing mouth. Suddenly he grabbed the back of her head and rammed it all the way down till her nose was buried in his pubic hair. His whole body quivered and he left out a half moan, half scream as he came in my wife's mouth. She held on to hard cock, sucking, as long as he could stand it. Finally he pushed her off and the both laughed.
"Now it's my turn lover and I expect you to do as good a job for me as I did for you."
Megan flopped over on her back and brought her knees up to her shoulders. Kirk dove right in with long slow licks. After a few minutes he started getting a little more serious. His magic fingers were working on every nook and cranny. It was obvious that he was getting the results he wanted by the look on Megan's face. She started to shake and tremble. Putting her hands on the side of his head she held him so tight it looked like he would suffocate.
"Janet, I hate to interrupt the show but do we have to see all of this?"
"I take it that this is something you don't want to watch."
"Not really. To be honest with you I find observing my wife having sex with another man to be a little unpleasant and I feel a little uncomfortable watching it with you sitting aside of me."
"Well the whole thing is being recorded and that is all we really need for the lawyers. We don't have to watch it. I can't say I was getting any enjoyment out of it. The plot seems to be pretty predicable anyhow. Are you going to go home or what?"
"Well actually I was hoping you could show me your Koi ponds. I think that would be a lot more interesting than two hours of huff and puff."
Her eyes seemed to light up, simply because I had shown an interest in her hobby. She jumped up and as we walked to the back of the house I could hear Megan reaching her first climax. I couldn't help thinking that I was going to have a more enjoyable afternoon than my wife was.
The three fishponds were wonderful. I was especially fascinated by the pumping and filter systems, since I was originally a plumber, before getting the job at the school. Kirk did not help her with her hobby at all and she had to hire people to do any work on the pipes or pumps. Of course, I offered to come over and assist her any time Kirk was playing golf. I wasn't trying to hit on Janet, I just wanted to learn more about the Koi ponds but spending time with her was a plus. After a few hours, that passed too fast, we went back into the house. The motel room was empty so we figured it was time for me to go home also. Janet promised to call when Kirk had another golf game so I could come over with Sarah and Todd.
The next few weeks were difficult. Every time Megan took a shower I would check her bag. There was always a new supply of condoms. I couldn't figure out when she was squeezing in the time to use them all. I carried the safety pin on my key chain so it would be handy for poking holes in them. Any day now I was expecting Megan to have to make a surprise visit to her sister. On the evenings after Kirk had a golf game, the kids would tell Megan about their visit to the Koi lady but she never seemed to be interested. They would show her pictures of the fish they had drawn and tell her about the names they gave all the fish. She never made the connection between Kirk's wife and the Koi lady. She seemed to be relieved that I was able to keep the kids occupied while she was having sex.
I made two more attempts to get her to quit her job and stop seeing Kirk. Both times I got the same turndown and the second one was nasty. I was also making excuses for not having sex with her and she responded with a few catty digs about my masculinity. It stung a little but made everything I was doing easier to justify.



Finally on a Tuesday night she dropped the bomb.
"Phil, I am feeling really stressed out lately. I'd like to take a few days off from work and visit my sister for about a week. Do you think you could watch the kids while I unwound a little?"
"Hey, I understand. You have been putting in a lot of overtime and late nights. I think it would be a good idea for you to relax. A trip to your sisters is a lot better than a year with a shrink. Go ahead and have a good time. I'll take care of everything."
"I'm glad you understand. All the extra work is for the good for the family but I think I might have over done it."
I had a hard time sleeping that night thinking about all the things I had to do the next day. I was glad this time had finally arrived.
Megan's sister Nancy, and her husband, Brad, lived about three hours away. Brad was an OK guy but was completely pussy whipped. When Nancy said jump, Brad jumped.
The interesting thing about the town where they lived is that there are two abortion clinics. Of course I had the names, addresses and hours of operation for both of them. I had even familiarized myself with the terms of agreement that were required for service at each of them. They both required a two days cooling off period. That meant that the soonest that Megan could have a procedure scheduled was Friday, assuming her first appointment was on Wednesday. I figured she would try and get it all done as soon as possible so she would have a few days to recover before coming home. That gave me about a day and a half to get my plans laid out. No problem.
After Megan took off, on her rest and recuperation trip, I started setting things up. I had to explain to my folks what was going on. It was difficult for me to admit that I had failed as a husband but they understood and offered their support. The kids enjoyed staying with them and Dads truck would come in handy for moving Megan's things out. The lawyer would have all the paper work ready for me to pick up on Thursday morning. Janet's paper work was also ready and she was planning on serving Kirk the same time I served Megan. The only problem I had was that I felt I should give Megan one last chance to make things right. I didn't hold out much hope however. Dad and I stayed busy the rest of the day packing Megan's things.
Thursday morning, after a three hours drive, I arrived at the first clinic. It was a strike out. That left only one more. It was called "The Family Planning Center." I approached the receptionist with as much confidence as I could muster.
"Hi, My name is Phil Jenkins. My wife Megan said I had to come in a sign a consensual agreement form."
"What kind of form?"
"I am sorry, I don't know the exact name of it but apparently it is a form that's states that I understand everything that is going on and I am in agreement with it and will not sue or anything like that."
"Hold on a minute. That was Megan Jenkins, right?"
"Yes, do you need identification or anything?"
She shook her head no, as she clicked away on the computer for a few seconds.
"Her sister signed for her but your signature would really be better. Hold on a minute while I get the file."
Jack pot. Now I just have to get through the next two minutes.
She placed the form in front of me and asked me to sign just below Nancy's. I noticed that the actual procedure was scheduled for Friday morning at eleven AM and they were to be there an hour early.
"Do we owe any more money on this?" I asked as I took out my checkbook and placed it on the counter.
"No, your wife paid the full amount, eight hundred dollars, in cash. There is nothing else due at this time."
"Thanks a lot. I appreciate your help. It makes it a lot easier."
You would not believe the overwhelming welcome I got when I arrived at Nancy and Brad's place. It was so phony it was actually funny.
Megan started out "Phil, this is a wonderful surprise. What are you doing here?"
"Well, Mom and Dad wanted to keep the kids for a few days so I took some sick leave and decided to pop in on you guys. I guess you could say I needed to unwind a little too."
The room was sort of quiet. I could see the wheels spinning in everyone's head. I put them on the spot and now they had to wiggle out of it. I saw Nancy nod to Brad to join her in the kitchen. Megan was making small talk about nothing in particular. After a few minutes Brad came back into the room.
"Phil, I got a great idea. I can get off work tomorrow and I'll borrow my buddy Jack's bass boat. We can get out of here early and spend the day on the lake. That way we won't be bothering the ladies. How does that sound buddy?"
"Sounds great to me, Brad. A day drifting on the lake will make all my worries disappear. See if Jack can go with us."
"Ok. I'll get everything set up."
Everyone looked relieved at the way things worked out. We had an uneventful supper and sat around the rest of the evening chatting about nothing. There was no sex that night, of course, because Megan didn't want her sister to hear.
Bright and early the next morning, Jack was out front with the boat. Brad was making lunch in the kitchen and filling the cooler with beer. We chatted around a bit while we were loading the truck and the boat.
"Aren't you getting into the truck?' Brad asked as I stood by the passenger's door.
"No Brad, I decided not to go. I suggest that you make a day of it because I don't think you are going to want to face Nancy for the next few hours."
Brad spent about five minutes arguing with me about going or not going until I finally had to get nasty with him. After a couple of well placed swear words and a few physical threats, Jack and Brad took off.
I went into the house and poured myself a cup of coffee. I found Nancy's cell and turned it off. Then I picked up the landline and gave my Dad a call. He was always up early. Dad and I talked for about 2 hours. The call waiting toned chimed in about six times during our chat. Brad must have been trying to get through to Nancy for about two hours and then gave up. I heard Nancy and Megan getting up, so I said goodbye to my father and got ready for the fireworks. I cleared out the missed calls on the landline phone and turned Nancy's cell phone back on. In less than two hours Megan and Nancy had to be at the Family Planning Center. In about five minutes I was going to be face to face with two pissed off spitfires.
I drank up the first pot of coffee so I made a new pot for my loving wife and her sister.
"Phil! What the hell are you doing here?" Megan gasped.
"I didn't feel like going fishing so I decided to just hang around with you guys today. I thought we could go some nice place for lunch together. I have to go back tonight so I didn't want to spend the day with Brad and Jack in a stinky boat"
"No. No. That won't work. Nancy and I have some stuff planned for today. We would rather go by ourselves. I can go out with you anytime but I only get to see Nancy a couple times a year."
"Hell, your going to be here all week Megan. I think you can give me at least half a day, since I drove all the way down here. You have the whole rest of the week to do your girly stuff with your sister."
Nancy picked up her cell phone and went out of the room hitting the speed dial on the way. Megan was sitting in the kitchen chair, slumped over as if she had just been hit with a truck. We could hear Nancy screaming at Brad over the phone like he had just committed the crime of the century. I felt sorry for the guy but he married her.
"Phil, I don't want to get nasty about this but Nancy and I really don't want you tagging along today. We have our whole day laid out and it doesn't include you."
"Ok, Tell me what you have planned for today and I'll decide. If I don't like it, I'll keep myself busy some other way. I still don't understand because you have the entire week here and I only have today. You girls aren't meeting a couple of guys are you?"
"No, damn it we are not meeting any guys. We just wanted to do some shopping for intimate stuff, bras, underwear and sexy nightgowns. It's the type of items that we don't want you guys around, gawking, when we are trying it on."
"Well most of those shops are in the mall and I can keep myself busy doing other things while you are using the dressing rooms. I'll just tag along and stay out of your way. You don't have to worry about entertaining me. When lunchtime rolls around I'll take you to some place fancy to make up for the trouble I caused you."
Nancy was standing in the doorway glaring at me. She didn't say a thing. Megan could see that she was not going to be able to reason with me and appeared to be ready to give up. They were both still in their housecoats.
Finally Megan stood up. "I have to go get dressed."
As she walked out Nancy looked over at me. "You're a real dip shit, do you know that?"
A big grin crossed my face as she followed Megan upstairs.
About twenty minutes later the light on the landline phone came on. Somebody upstairs was making a call. The clock was ticking. They had an hour to get to the center. I was trying to figure out what my next move would be. If they tried to leave without me I would just follow them and make sure that they knew it. I didn't think they would try that. Twenty minutes later they both came down the stairs.
"Ok Phil. Lets go shopping." Megan said with a little attitude.
It was a little easier than I thought it would be. The upstairs phone call must have been to the Family Planning Center and I bet it was to reschedule the appointment. Since I said I was leaving that night they probably figured the best way around the problem was to just wait until I left. I wasn't trying to stop Megan from getting the abortion, but I wanted to make it more difficult for her.
I insisted on taking my car because I wanted to drive. I didn't want them ditching me someplace. A few miles from the house I pulled into a service station. I filled up the gas tank, checked the oil and water and cleaned the windshield. It was the most time I ever spend servicing my car. They both just sat fuming. When we arrived at the mall I parked far out so we would have a good walk. Once we were in the mall I pretty much left them alone. I kept an eye on them but really could care less what they were doing or what they were buying. They didn't seem to be having any fun. They spent most of the time talking to each other and making gestures. They bought a few things just to show me they had been shopping. I tried to stay hidden but still keep them in sight. There was definitely some serious discussion going on. The time for the appointment passed. I had succeeded in delaying the inevitable. I knew she was still going to be getting the procedure so I had no intention of interfering any further.
Shortly after noon they came back to the center court of the mall, where I said I would meet them. We went to the Olive Garden for lunch and got back to the house about two PM. There was not much conversation during lunch or on the drive home. I was smiling to myself the whole time. I knew these two bitches hated me right now and I didn't care. What a wonderful feeling.
I helped myself to a beer and chilled out on the sofa. Brad finally got home and for about thirty minutes Nancy beat him verbally about the head and shoulders. He weaseled his way out the door and disappeared for a couple hours. He was back by suppertime.
After the girls finished cleaning up I ask Brad and Nancy if Megan and I could talk privately in the kitchen. Nancy gave me one of her sneers and they both went into the living room.
Megan was still upset with me because of what happened that day. I could tell she wasn't going to be easy to get along with.
"First thing Megan, I would like to ask you one more time. Will you please quit your job and stop seeing Kirk Langford?"
Her teeth clinched tightly and it was all she could do to keep from hitting me. "Damn it. I don't want to have to hear that shit ever again. I am tired of you bringing it up all the time and refuse to even waste my time answering you anymore. You know the answer. It is the same as it has always been and it will not change. Now either play a new tune or get the hell out of here."
I reached in the manila envelope I had by the chair and pulled out a legal size envelope. "Ok, I asked you at least ten times in the last two months and each time you refused to do as I requested. I had no other choice. Megan, these are divorce papers. All you have to do is sign them and mail them in. There is a self addressed stamped envelope included. If you decide you want a lawyer to look them over, please be my guest."
She glared at me and leaned across the table. "You dumb son of a bitch. You can't divorce me just because I don't want to quit my job or have the friends you want me to have. If you want a divorce you have to have grounds and you don't. I think it is time for you to go home and get your shit together. I am your wife and I have no intention of giving up my home and my family just because you don't like where I work."
"Megan why did you come to visit your sister this week?"
"That's a smart ass question. You know why. We discussed it before I came down."
"That was a lie and you know it. What was the real reason?"
"You tell me, you know-it-all bastard."
"Megan, why did you and Nancy go to the Family Planning Center on Wednesday?"
Things got very quiet. My lovely wife started to squirm a little in her chair. A little bit of her bravado seemed to slip away.
"I don't know what you are talking about."
I leaned over the table and in a quiet somber tone I asked. "Why did you give the Family Planning Center eight hundred dollars in cash?"
There was no response from the other side of the table. She was looking in my direction but her eyes seemed to be focused elsewhere. It was obvious that she was now feeling uneasy. She was swallowing as if something that tasted bad was in her mouth.
"Why did you have an appointment at the Family Planning Center for eleven AM this morning? What exactly were they going to do for you for the eight hundred dollars you gave them?"
"God damn it. Stop harassing me about something you know nothing about. It's none of you damn business why I was there or what I was doing." Her anger had returned full force.
"Megan, the Family Planning Center does abortions. You know it, I know it and everyone in this town knows it. Since I had my self fixed for your convenience, why would you have to get an abortion?"
"I guess your operation wasn't as successful as you thought. Maybe you better get your self checked."
I reached into the envelope by my chair. "Here are three lab reports; two months ago, one month ago and last week. I am shooting nothing but blanks and have the papers to prove it. Would you like to show me the report from the Family Planning Center showing that you are not pregnant?"
"You are truly a son of a bitch. But that still isn't enough for you to justify a divorce."
"Why the hell don't you just admit that you and Kirk Langford were having an affair for the last six months and get it over with? We both know what was going on and you still won't own up to it."
"You have no proof at all that I was doing anything with anyone other than you. I really don't want to sit here any longer and listen to you ranting about something that never happened."
"You never had sex with Kirk Langford?"
"No, damn it. I am your wife and only had sex with you."
"Than how the heck did you get pregnant?"
She was biting her lip hard. There was no way she could answer that question without incriminating herself.
"Did you suck his cock?"
"No, I did not suck his cock!"
I reached into my trusty manila envelope and brought out a stack of photos. I put six pictures of Megan sucking Kirk's cock on the table.
"Did you fuck him?"
There was no answer as I placed another six pictures of them screwing in various positions on the table.
"Did he eat your pussy or fuck you in the ass?'
As I put another bunch of pictures on the table she started screaming at me. "Stop it, damn it. Just stop it. Ok. OK. I get the point you have been spying on me. You are a damn sneaky son of a bitch do you know that? If you knew something was going on why didn't you just stop it like a man? No, you just slither around and take pictures like some sort of pervert. You make me sick with your wimpy complaining."
Just then my cell phone rang. "Hi dad. OK, ten minutes would be fine. Thanks for the call."
As I hung up the phone she blurted in. "What was that all about?"
"My dad is bringing your stuff here to Nancy's place. He should arrive in about ten minutes. The locks have been changed on our house. If there is any thing that we forgot to pack let me know and I will get it down to you."
She just sat there, not speaking.
"Here is the title to your car, I signed it over to you. In this envelope is half of the money in the bank accounts, about twelve hundred dollars. I have arranged for you to have visitation rights with the kids once a week. I am willing to allow an overnight stay every month if you are willing to make a statement attesting to the affair and have it notarized."
Oh, by the way I also have a DVD I didn't get to show you. It is from the May tenth visit you and Kirk made to the Scandia Motel. It's two hours long and shows the two of you doing everything that is in those pictures." As I picked up the photos I said, "I didn't take any of these. I really didn't care what you were doing. I just didn't like being taken for a fool. Last of all I would like you to have this memento of our love."
I took the safety pin off my key chain and slid it across the table.
"What the hell is this?"
"That is the pin I used to poke little holes in all your condoms for the last two months. Did you know you used 48 rubbers in the last two weeks alone? Good old Kirk was getting more sex than I ever dreamed of getting. He sure is a lucky guy."
"You miserable little weasel. That is the most despicable thing I ever heard of. You really are a bastard."
"No dear, the most despicable thing is having sex with someone that you are not married to. I may be a bastard, but you are truly a cheating slut. Sorry I have to run. Dad just pulled up in the driveway. By the way, just in case you didn't notice, you never said you were sorry and you never apologized for what you did. I don't think you deserve to be married to me. Goodbye Megan, enjoy your abortion Monday."
She finally started crying as I walked out of the room. Nancy ran in to comfort her and Brad followed me out on the front porch.
"What the hell are you doing, man?" Brad blurted out as he grabbed my arm. " You two have been married for 14 years, you can't just throw that all away over a misunderstanding."
"Misunderstanding? Brad, why did my wife come down to visit you and Nancy?"
He looked at his feet for a few seconds as if he was thinking.
"Sorry Phil, let me help you unload the truck."
We had the truck unloaded in about ten minutes. Megan was wailing the whole time in the kitchen. I didn't know what she was crying about and to be honest, I really didn't care.
Kirk and Megan were both fired from Globis the next week.
Megan refused to sign an affidavit. The lawyer said he had a strong enough case without it. I didn't hear from my loving wife at all after that night. She did not come to see the children. They didn't seem to mind because they were forming a good bond with Janet. We spent a lot of time together, as a family mostly. There was no sex or even talk of it. We were not going to do anything that might jeopardize the divorces. The kids and I were learning a lot about Koi and having a great time doing it. At last after four months, both divorces were final. Megan never fought hers but Kirk went down kicking and screaming. He lost the house, all the investments and ended up having to pay a large monthly alimony payment.



A few days before Christmas, Megan came to the house with presents for the kids. I was polite and didn't do anything at all to ruin the holiday spirit. She stayed for about two hours and then left as quietly as she came. Nothing was said between us about the divorce or the affair.
I put the house up for sale and two months later we moved in with Janet.
Kirk took a job in Omaha and Megan went with him. Four months later Kirk disappeared and didn't tell her where he was going. Megan moved back in with Nancy after Brad left for a job on the Alaskan Pipeline. Two months later, Nancy received divorce papers in the mail. I am sure that the two sisters are good company for each other.
Janet and I are comfortable with each other. She adores the kids and they feel the same way about her. We are planning on getting married in June and spend ever moment we can practicing for the honeymoon.
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The chick flick, my wife Cathy and I were watching the last two hours, was finally over. I had too many beers but she seemed to appreciate it when I sat with her.
"I just don't understand it, John. How could a husband be so hard headed that he couldn't understand and forgive his wife for such a small indiscretion? "
"What the hell do you mean? It wasn't a small thing. She cheated on him for God's sake. Any wife who cheats on her husband deserves any punishment she gets. It is unacceptable in any situation."
"That is awful damn harsh John. A loving husband would be more flexible than that. He would realize that just because she strayed doesn't mean that she doesn't love him."
"It means that her feelings for him are less than what they should be. A wife that cheats on her husband is actually saying that she does not respect him and has no qualms about demeaning him even though it is not in his face. In her eyes he is less of a man regardless."
"What if that is not her intention?"
"It doesn't matter what her intention is, Cathy. What matters is that she did it and the result is inevitable."
"That's bullshit John. I can't believe you are that old fashion. These things can all be discussed and resolved. There is never any need for revenge on the husbands part."
"That only applies when the wife confesses to the cheating before she is caught by the husband. If he finds out about before she tells him, she is doomed. If she denies it after she is caught she should be burned at the stake."
"Most husbands are so oblivious to what their wives are doing that damn few of them ever get caught. This is a stupid discussion. I am going to get ready for bed."
"I'll be up in a few minutes."
Cathy and I had spent most of the day at flea markets and yard sales. I didn't mind carrying her around every weekend because I could usually find things to look at while she was digging out trivets. She collected old cast iron trivets. The nastier they looked, the more she wanted them. We both worked and we were putting as much money aside as we could for our first house. Of course it had to have a big kitchen with enough wall space for at least a hundred trivets. We have only been married for six year but went together for several years before that. She was short and a little chunky. I used to tease her about having childbearing hips. We were planning on several kids after we got settled in the new house.Right now all we needed was enough money for an eighty percent down.
I was finishing up an article in Sports Illustrated but couldn't help thinking about the conversation we just had. Cathy seemed to be a little bit too defensive about the whole cheating subject. It had never come up before. In fact I had never even considered it as a possibility but now she got my attention. Most of the guys I work with keep their wives on short leashes. I don't have Cathy on one at all. I have always trusted her and had no doubts of her fidelity. I had never considered cheating on her and hoped she felt the same about me. In any event I decided a little poking around would not be inappropriate. I was sure I would not turn up anything but just be sure, I would look. I worked from six to four and Cathy from eight to six. That gave me a little time to root into things.
I skipped out of work about nine the next morning and swung by the apartment. I didn't know what I was looking for but it was starting to seem like fun. Sort of like a secret scavenger hunt. I didn't get a chance to start because I noticed an odd sweet smell as soon as I came through the door. It was air freshener, lots of it. I wandered around sniffing, trying to figure out what was going on. I ended up at the living room fireplace. Cathy must have burned something in the fireplace and was trying to cover up the burning smell with room freshener. The bottom of the hearth was clean and looked like it had just been swept. The black soot on the bricks was still damp. If she burned something and cleaned it up, the residue must be somewhere. I figured if she were smart, she would take it to work with her. She wasn't smart. There was a plastic wastepaper basket liner in the trashcan in the garage.
I spread newspapers on the kitchen table and emptied the bag. Most of it was just black ash, but there were little bits of paper and some pieces of photographs mingled in. I would like to say I was able to restore some of the scrapes into something readable but it was not to be. All I really knew was she had decided it was important to burn some old papers and photos so that I would not know about it. That meant that something was going on that she didn't want me to find out about. After the conversation the night before, I was now getting worried.
My whole life was devoted to Cathy and the future that we were building together. It appears now, that I was a little lax in observing what was going on around me. She was not being honest with me about some aspect of her life. I knew very little about her work or her working companions. I never thought it was necessary for me to know. Well she got my attention now.
I stopped by Radio Shack on my way back to work and picked up three voice activated digital audio recorders and extra batteries. The cell phone office was more than happy to give me print outs of the last three months calls on both of our wireless units. I explained that we were being audited by the IRS and needed the info to verify deductions. I asked for both phones so it wouldn't seem suspicious but ran mine threw the shredder at work.
For the first time since I got married I started to think bad thoughts about my wife. I didn't like that. But I was just guessing.
I got home a few hours before Cathy and had time to set the recorders up: living room, bedroom and kitchen. I had to adjust the kitchen one so it wouldn't record the refrigerator running. I would turn them each on when I left for work in the morning. Supper was ready when Cathy got home.
"Hi honey. Hope chili is ok?"
"Sound fine as long as it is not too hot."
About half way through the meal I started probing. "Hey, the house smelled like hell when I got home. It was like a cross between lilac and burned rubber. What the hell did you burn in the fireplace before you left for work?"
She was caught. She had tried to cover up the fact that she burned the stuff but now it was out in the open.
"Oh, it was nothing. Just some old papers and stuff from school."
"What the hell did you burn them for? Why didn't you just throw them in the trash or run them through the shredder? The way you cleaned up the fireplace, it looked like you were getting ready for CSI to come in."
"I don't know. Why is it so damn important?"
"Cathy, it seems very odd that you would wake up this morning, get ready for work, burn a bunch of old school papers and then clean it up so that it looks like it never happened. Do you blame me for being suspicious? Also it didn't look like school papers, it looked like letters and photographs."
"What the hell did you do? Did you root through the trash and dig that stuff out just so you could accuse me of something?"
"Yes."
"Well screw you, asshole. You do the dishes. I am going to take a shower and go to bed and read. You can sleep on the couch."
Cathy had never talked to me like that before but then I had never accused her of anything before.
A few seconds later, the shower was running. I took her cell out of her purse and copied down all her speed dial numbers, all the out going calls, all the incoming calls and all the messages. It only took a few minutes to scan her address book onto a computer file. I didn't mind sleeping on the couch but the living room still smelled like lilac and ashes.
I had plenty of comp time coming at work so I took the day off. I turned on the recorders and left the house at my regular time but went to Denny's instead. A little after eight I went back to the house. Cathy made one phone call.
"Hey, I am having some problems at home. No, it is nothing like that. He just suspects something is going on but doesn't have a clue what it is. He is just being irritating and really starting to piss me off. OK.OK. I guess I can do that. Maybe Friday. See yah."
I have no idea who the mystery person on the other end was but I figured I would know soon. I wonder what was going to happen Friday.
I spent the morning at the library going over her phone logs. I could have done it at home but the reverse phone directory at the library was better than the one on Internet and faster. Of course it didn't work worth a shit for the cell phones. I was able to eliminate most of the numbers because I knew them or was able to correlate them with her address book.
Standing out like a sour thumb was the number for a TR. It was on her speed dial and in her address book. The address book also listed a landline number, which turned out to be a Tom Rollins. Cathy worked with him at Generex and I actually met him a few times. The last time was about ten days ago at a company function. He and Cathy were close all night and I remembered I didn't like it. He was married to a cute little brunette who didn't seem to be having any fun at the party either.
I made a list of all the times that Cathy called Tom in the last three months and all the times he called her. None of the text messages came from him. I assumed that Tom was the one Cathy called this morning. There were a lot of phone calls. But I was just guessing.
After making a couple of copies of the phone list I went by Tom Rollins' house. I figured I had nothing to lose so I knocked on the door.
"John Connor, I was hoping to get to talk to you. Come on in."
Damn, that was an unexpected surprise.
"I'm sorry. I am at a disadvantage here. I know you are married to Tom but I don't think we have ever actually met."
"My name is Sylvia but everybody calls me Sly." She held out her hand and I shook it just to be polite.
"John, what I need to talk to you about is the affair that your wife and my husband are having."
Wow. She hit me square in the face again. I was not expecting that either. It appears that she knows a hell of a lot more than I do.
"I am filing for divorce from Tom and I am naming Cathy in the suit. I have lots of documentation to support it and would like to collaborate several things."
"Sylvia, I have no intention of giving you a hard time about this but I really just found out about this yesterday. I don't have information to help you. The only things I have right now are a few phone logs."
"Let me see. Let me see."
She was really anxious about the little bit that I had. I gave her one of the copies I had and told her she could keep it.
Sylvia started going over the phone logs like an IRS auditor. She was making annotations on the logs and checking the information against documents that she had. She was grinning and I thought she would burst into a cackle at any moment. The more she worked on it the more feverish she seemed to come. I finally broke in.
"Is there any information that you can share with me?"
"Of course. I am willing to give you anything that I have. Here, this is what I have gathered the last two weeks."
She pushed three motel receipts across the table to me. They showed the date, time and of course the name of the motel. All three were different. All three were paid with cash.
"The stupid donkey doesn't realize that I go through all his pockets every night after he goes to sleep. I take the receipts and he doesn't even notice that they are missing. He lives in a world of his own. To him I am invisible."
She seemed to be getting madder and madder as we talked. I started to worry a little for my safety. I was hoping she wouldn't be getting upset with me because I was Cathy's husband. Veins were popping on her neck like a TV wrestler. I don't think I ever saw a woman that furious. She made me copies of the motel recipes and gave them to me.
"I have many more receipts and other stuff if you need it. Oh wait, let me show you something special."
She left and came back shortly with a zip lock baggie. Inside was a pair of ladies panties. "Do you recognize these?"
"Absolutely." In the baggie was a pair of gray-green bikini panties that belonged to a set my wife owned.
"I got these out of Tom's coat pocket the night of the last company party. He went nuts going through the closet and the car trying to find them but he didn't dare say a word to me."
"Can I borrow them?"
"Only if you promise to bring them back."
"Deal."
For the next hour, Sylvia Rollins ranted and raved like a woman possessed. I tried to leave several times but couldn't get away. Finally she said she needed to lie down for a while and gave me an opportunity to go. She did mention that Tom hated condoms and refused to use them.
I had supper ready when Cathy got home. I was hungry as hell because I had skipped lunch. My wife was as cool as a cucumber. I could see why I never noticed anything before.
I cleared away the dishes and put out a couple pieces of key lime pie, her favorite, and some coffee. It was nice and quiet.
"Cathy, can I ask you a question without you getting mad at me?"
"Are you still on the fireplace kick?"
"No, its something else."
"OK, go ahead."
"Where are the panties that go with this bra?" I held up the gray-green push up bra that when with the panties that Sylvia gave me.
"I don't know. Up in my dresser I guess. What in the hell are you messing with my underwear for? Are you turning into some kind of pervert or something?"
"Could you go get the panties for me?"
Cathy just sat and looked at her pie. There was no way she could get the panties and she knew it. I could tell she was starting to get mad.
"You know, I just remembered. I threw them out last week. The whole top elastic came off and I just didn't feel like fixing them."
"They were less that a month old Cathy. You just got them at the mall three weeks ago. How did they get wore out so fast?"
She was now started to boil. Her lower lip was quivering. Veins were popping in her neck. Her fists were clenched tight. Damn it was like I was with Sylvia again.
"OK, mister know-it-all. You tell me what happened to my panties."
"Last week when we were getting ready to go your company party I watched you get dressed. You put on this bra and the panties that go with them. I remember thinking how good you looked. When we got home from the party you undressed in the bathroom but I noticed that you didn't have any panties on. How did you lose your underwear from the time we left the house until the time we got home?"
"I think you are wrong. I did have them when I got home you just didn't see them."
"OK. Then tell me how they ended up in Tom Rollins' coat pocket?" I held up the zip lock bag with the panties in them.
"Where the hell did you get them?"
"From Tom's wife Sylvia. Why?"
"You son of a bitch. Stop sticking your nose in where it doesn't belong. Nothing is going on between Tom and I. I have no idea how his wife got my panties. Do you have any more bull shit you want to throw at me?"
"One more thing Cathy. Here is a little form I made up. I would like you to fill it out. All I want to know is the date and place that you met other men out side of our marriage. Here I will get it started for you."
As Cathy watched I filled in the motel name and the date that she and Tom last met at. In the next line I just entered Tom's name and the motel name. In the next line I just put the date. "Fill that out for me Cathy and then we will talk some more." She knew the information I entered on the form was correct.
Cathy just stared at the paper and didn't move or say anything.
"Oh yes, one more thing." I said raising my voice. "I am a little pissed off that you and Tom didn't bother to use any protection. It is rotten that you cheated on me but it is worse that you didn't even have the decency to use a condom. You had no qualms whatsoever about bringing home some sort of disease to me. That really stinks. Did any of them bother to use protection or was it just Tom that didn't."
"No damn it. It was just Tom. He was the only one who didn't use anything."
It got very quiet in the room. I wasn't expecting that outburst and I don't think that Cathy thought about what she was saying till it was too late. In her rage she inadvertently let it come out that she had had affairs with guys other than Tom. I was just guessing.
With a swipe of her arm, Cathy cleared off half of the table and ran out of the kitchen. I heard the bedroom door lock and some soft crying. I went to a motel for the night.
I called in sick at work and said I would be out a few days. I returned the panties to Sylvia as I promised. She didn't say anything and seemed very depressed this time. I didn't push it and got away as soon as I could. I found a small motel that rented rooms with kitchenettes on a weekly basis. Cathy wasn't home when I went by the house so I ducked in and grabbed as much of my stuff as I could. I got some silverware, dishes and some pans. It took me about an hour to set up my new kingdom. I couldn't help thinking that a week ago I had no idea something like this would happen.
I started to go out to the car when I noticed Tom Rollins about five units down. He was carrying bags and boxes of things into the room. I had to laugh to myself. The son of a bitch was doing the same thing I was. Either Sylvia threw him out or he got fed up and left. Didn't matter, the results were the same. About that time Cathy's car pulled in. She didn't see me or notice my car. They talked a little bit and then went into the room. After about ten minutes I decided it would a good time to go over to the house and get the rest of my stuff. I was sure they would be busy at least an hour.
I was packing as much as I could into the Honda. I got the computer, the cameras, portable TV all my CD's and even took my George Forman. I was unhooking the answering machine when there was a knock on the door.
"Mister Connor?" There were two police officers at the door.
"Yes."
"Are you the husband of Cathy Connors?"
"Yes, is she all right? Did something happen?"
"I'm sorry to have to tell you this sir, but your wife is dead."
"No, you are mistaken. I just saw her about two hours ago and she was fine."
"Where did you see her?"
"She was at the Deska Motel on Penn Avenue with Tom Rollins."
"Mister Rollins is dead also."
"How?"
"They were shot."
"Look, I have been here for the last two hours and I don't even have a gun. There is no way..."
"Easy Mister Connor. Take it easy. We have the shooter. Mrs. Rollins shot them both as they came out of his room. She emptied her gun into them and then called 911. She was sitting by the door of the room crying when we arrived."
"Are you going to be all right or do you need some one to stay with you?"
"No I'll be ok. Thanks. Do either of you guys want to buy a trivet?"
A week ago everything was fine. What the hell happened? I was just guessing.
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I was down in the basement trying to unplug the drain in the air conditioner unit when I heard the phone ring. Natalie was cleaning up the dishes in the kitchen so I figured she would get it. I heard her pick it up through the return air vent from the first floor.
"Hello. Katie, its nice to hear from you. How long has it been?"
I didn't like Katie. She was a friend of Natalie's from high school and I always had bad feelings about her. Luckily we moved away from Lancaster shortly after we got married. I wish it were a little further away.
"Yah, that's what I figured. Eight years really goes by fast. What's going on?"
I didn't like the way this conversation was going, but I only had one side of it.
"Katie, hold on a second. Steve is working down in the basement. Let me go shut the door. I'll be right back."
I heard Natalie put the phone down while she went across the room to close the door. I went across the cellar and quickly picked up the wall extension phone,
"Hi Katie, I'm back. Now what were you going to tell me about?"
"Nat, there is a medical equipment convention coming to the Lancaster Holiday Inn next weekend and guess who is coming."
"You are kidding. Will both of them be there?"
"Both of them. They will be getting in Friday night and staying the whole weekend."
"How do you know this?"
"Jerrod called me this morning and is dying to see you. He asked me to call and see if I could get you to come down to Lancaster for the weekend. It will just be you and me, Jerrod and Martin."
I was holding a rag over the end of the phone. I really wanted to jump through the receiver and grab Katie by the neck. What the hell was she proposing?"
"I don't know Katie. If I can get away I would love to come down. I'll have to sweet talk Steve a little. As soon as I know I get back to you."
"You remember the good time we had at the last convention when they were here, don't you Natalie?"
"You are damn right I do. Every time I give the kids breakfast in the morning."
"I can't believe you had the balls to name that kid Jerrod."
"Why not? Steve doesn't have a clue. He thinks Jerrod is his, even though they don't look a thing alike."
Damn, this conversation was getting worse as it goes. I did a fast recap in my head and figured out that Natalie and Katie had a fling with these two guys eight years ago and Natalie ended up getting pregnant with Jerrod. She passed the kid off as mine and naturally never said a thing about the affair. Now Natalie and Katie were planning to see these guys again.
"Katie, I'll call you back as soon as I can. If I can't get away for an overnight, I might at least be able to get down there for the day. That would be better than nothing."
"OK. Give me a call as soon as you know."
After we all hung up the phones I had a little time to think. We had three kids. Jenny and Lynn were in high school and Jerrod showed up about eight years ago. The two girls are good looking and bright. They work hard in school and are both getting ready for college. Jerrod on the other hand is uninspired. He is not interested in schoolwork or sports. I liked Jerrod, even with his shortcomings.
Natalie opened up the cellar door. "How are you doing down there Steve? Are you ready for some coffee?"
"I am about done. I'll be right up. I think I am going to take a shower before doing anything else."
After a long, hot shower, I sat in front of the TV with the family. I was trying to figure out what I was going to do. This wasn't a small mistake that Natalie made and regretted. This was some thing that she did deliberately and was planning on doing again. I didn't know if I wanted to stop it and maintain the status quo or if I wanted to correct it. If I decided to correct it, I had to figure out how. I felt really stupid, because in twenty years of marriage I never even thought that Natalie might be screwing around.
"Steve, I talked to Katie from Lancaster today. She asked me to come down and spend the weekend with her. Do you have any problems with that?"
"No, not really. I'll be busy at work, so as long as my parents can watch the kids, it should be OK, on one condition."
"What's that?"
"Make sure you take your cell phone in case you have any problems. OK?"
"Thanks dear. I will take my cell with me and I promise I will not have any problems. The Volvo wagon doesn't break and I can get lots of shopping goodies in it. I'll probably go down Friday morning and come back Sunday night. Is that OK?"
"Sounds good to me. Have fun."
Natalie went out to the kitchen and I overheard the call to Katie to confirm their plans for the weekend. She didn't seem to be worried at all about the fact that she was cheating or that there might be consequences. I told her I wanted to do a little computer work before going to bed and that I would be up later.
It wasn't too hard to find the web site for the East Coast Medical Equipment Dealers Convention in Lancaster. Everything concerning the convention was there. The displays were all listed with a floor map. They had a list of the lectures and seminars showing times and locations. They had a roster of all the attendees that included their hotel room numbers.
Jarrod Kramer and Martin Blank were sharing suite 411 from Friday through Monday. I found home addresses and phone numbers for both of them in Baltimore.
I located a company that offered DNA tests by mail. The tests ranged from paternity verification to probable national origin. Most of the tests were under a hundred dollars. The samples could be taken at home and mailed in with a check or paid for on line. I filled out the application forms at the web site and paid for the four paternity tests using my Pay Pal. After printing out the collection instructions, I got all the items together I would need to get the samples. I printed out a mailing label and got a padded, priority envelope ready to mail everything in. I prepared several CD mailers and got a stack of blank CD's ready. Jerrod and Martin's wives would surely want a copy of the evening's activities.
I worked for a corporate security consultation firm. My hours were flexible but since I had some comp time coming, I just decided to take the week off. Another nice perk of the job was the availability of different types of equipment that I could use for collecting information. By this time I had pretty much decided the marriage was over. The fact that she had the affair eight years ago and got me to raise the kid was bad but the way Katie and her were joking about making a fool of me was too much. There was no way could I forgive that. Now she was doing it again. That would have to end it for good.
I collected the DNA samples from the kids the next day. They thought it was cool. Then I went to the bank and moved almost all of the savings money into a college trust fund for Jenny and Lynn, but kept twelve thousand in cash. I was able to set it up so that the trust would be safe from my wife or from a sneaky divorce lawyer. I made arrangements to have all the credit cards and the checking account cancelled on Monday morning, and opened a new account in my name only. I was going to lock up the house so Natalie would have to find someplace else to stay. I was sure she would be able to figure out some legal way to get into the house but I was hoping to have some other things taken care of by then. We could decide about our son, Jarrod, later. Even though he was not mine I felt some responsibility for him.
I stopped by the office of Seymour Schlamp. Seymour was my lawyer since we arrived in Reading. He was fair and hard working. I liked him. I explained the situation to him as best I could. He pushed me to make sure there was no chance for reconciliation. In addition to the divorce proceedings I ask him to contact Jarrod Kramer and see if he could do something about my son. I suggested $500 a month child support, retroactive, or have him take the child and raise him. The last option was for him to relinquish all rights to Jerrod so I could arrange to adopt him. I felt certain he would accept the last one. Seymour had everything he needed. I promised to send him pictures and audiotapes that he could use. He gave me the office e-mail account address and some preaddressed mailers for hard copy stuff.
Betty Moore was the most obnoxious real estate agent I ever met. There was very little about the women that I liked but she was a hard, driven worker. I gave her a listing on our house and signed several powers of attorneys for her. I told her she would have to get any signatures from Natalie that she needed herself. She laughed and assured me there would be no problems. I told her the locksmith would give her a set of the new keys.
The wireless video camera disguised as a smoke detector was the best for the job. I picked up two of them and grabbed four bugs. I also needed a clipboard, a set of dickeys with the company logo and three laptops. I made up a work order to replace a faulty smoke detector in room 411 on a company form. I would put the computers and all the equipment I needed for recording in a regular suitcase. I took a small stepladder.
Room 311 was available at the Holiday Inn and I reserved it under another name, just for Friday. It had wireless Internet. Wal-Mart had the best deal on throwaway cell phones. I picked up two of them, just in case.
My mom and dad moved to an old farmhouse near Lebanon a few years back. It was way too big for the two of them but it was a dream that dad always had. He had a large garden, chickens and an orchard. Jerrod liked to go there. They were more than willing to put up with us as long as necessary. My dad liked Jerrod but called him Jake. He said Jerrod sounded like a sandwich seller. Jerrod seemed to like Jake better than his real name. A few years ago Dad bought a big motor home and a small Kia to pull behind it. He used it three times and lost interest. I told Dad to get the motor home gassed up and ready. I knew the girls would squawk about being away from their friends for the summer. They had one more year of high school before college and wanted to get it at a prep school in Vermont. Natalie didn't want to spend the money. Although they were a year apart in age they were in the same grade, don't ask. I had no idea how Jerrod would take it. I would figure out the school situation later. Right now I had other problems. At least all the kids enjoyed being with my mom and dad.
Natalie left bright and early the next morning. She was all mushy and thanked me again for letting her spend time with her friends. I told the kids to pack up to go on a trip, and to take enough stuff for the whole summer. As I suspected, the girls bitched to high heaven. I told them to take the brochures from the Burlington prep school and all of a sudden every thing got rosy. They packed all their school clothes with them just in case. Surprisingly, Jerrod seem enthused about the trip.
Jenny came up to me and just stood there.
"What's do you need, Jenny? Are you all packed?"
"Dad, I am seventeen. I am not a kid anymore. Tell me what is going on."
"I am not sure I know what you mean."
"Are you and mom having problems?"
"I don't think that is anything I want to discuss with you. If there were something going on, your mother and I would try and keep it from you. Why don't you get the rest of your things together?"
"No dad. I mean it. It seems different this time. Lynn and I want to know what is happening. We feel we have a right to know."
I didn't want to say anything to her about it but I knew it was going to come up eventually."OK, I am not feeling very happy with the relationship between your mother and myself at the moment. Things are not looking real good for us. I don't know anything for sure that is wrong, but I know something is not right."
"Is mom cheating on you?"
I paused a long time. "I'm not sure, but I think so."
Jenny turned around and yelled up the stairs. "You were right Lynn."
"What is that all about?"
""I better let Lynn tell you."
Lynn was coming down the stairs towards Jenny and me.
"Tell him, Lynn."
"Do I have to?"
"Yes. He knows, but you still have to tell him."
Lynn looked down at her feet. Finally she started to speak. "About four months ago I was skipping school with one of the guys from my lab class. We stopped by the house so I could get some CD's. It was Wednesday, when mom usually goes shopping. You were on a job in Boston, I think. As we were coming down the street, we saw a gold SUV pull into the driveway. That guy Floyd, who works with you, got out and mom left him into the house. We sat outside for almost two hours until he came out. I waited ten more minutes and went into the house. Mom was taking a shower and the bed was all messed up in your room. I left and went back to school for the rest of the day. When we got home, she had started supper. The bed was made and there was a load of sheets in the dryer. I told Jenny, but she didn't believe me."
Nobody said anything for about thirty seconds.
"Thanks for telling me girls. It is something I never wanted to hear but it is good that you told me."
Jenny noticed a tear in my eye. She grabbed Lynn's arm and they went back upstairs with out saying any more.
Dad showed up just as the locksmith arrived. While the locks were being changed, I threw all of Natalie's clothes, shoes and personal items into 33 Gal trash bags. The bags pretty much filled the back of my Navigator.
After the discussion with the girls I decided to stop at work before going to the convention. Centerex was a company that was started locally but was spreading across the county rapidly. Their marketing people did an excellent job locating potential areas for expansion but the company couldn't train people fast enough to man them, especially in management. They had been trying to get me to take a new office and offered me several different locations trying to get me interested. Natalie refused to move and would not even discuss it. If I stayed where I was I would be in the same position forever. Moving would give me a promotion, more money and a little power. I went directly to the office of the company president.
"Is Mister Turcott available for a quick couple of minutes?"
"I think he can squeeze you in Steve. Hold on a minute." I always liked Turcott's secretary and I think she felt the same about me.
George Turcott came out of his office and gave me his hand.
"I hope you are here to give me some good news Steve."
"Well, Yes and No."
"Helen, bring some coffee into the office and hold my calls for a while."
"Ok, what can I do for you, Steve?"
"First, I decided I would like to be reconsidered for one of the new management positions at a site where you think I would be the most valuable."
"That's great news. If you have no preference, I sure have a great slot I would love you to take. How would you feel about Anchorage?"
"Believe it or not, that's sounds perfect. Is the first week of September OK with you?"
"I think that would work. I'll have personal get started on everything Monday. What is the second thing?"
"Well I know this sounds odd but I'd like Floyd Cooper to be sent up there to work for me."
George leaned back in his chair and started to snicker. "You found out didn't you?"
"I don't know what you mean, Mister Turcott." I couldn't keep a straight face when I said it.
"Steve, nobody wanted to say anything to you. I didn't like what was going on but I didn't know what to do about it. If I fired Floyd, I was afraid you would find out and I didn't want that to happen. I figured the best thing to do was to try and keep it quiet. Unfortunately, Floyd Cooper has a big mouth. He started bragging about his affair with your wife. His secretary, Tracy, came to see me and complained when Floyd started showing around pictures of him and your wife that he loaded in his computer. The legal department is working something up right now but I had them on a short leash trying to protect you. Now that you know I can just fire Floyd. That is a hell of a lot more practical than spending the money to send him to Alaska so you can fire him up there."
"Your right. I was hoping that I could inflict a little more damage but I guess revenge is a pretty poor management technique. I'll go along with whatever you think is fair."
George pushed his intercom button. "Helen, Get me Tracy Toliver."
After explaining to Tracy what we were doing, we walked down to Floyd's office. Floyd was on a job in Allentown.
Tracy Toliver was one good-looking woman. She was just under thirty and was aging very well. The combination of auburn hair and blue eyes always fascinated me. She stood only a few inches over five feet but carried herself like an Amazon. I never understood how Floyd ended up with the best secretary in the whole building. I found out later that she had requested to be transferred to my office three times but my secretary would not relinquish her position.
"You will need these." She held out four blank CD's. "Look under accounts pending and click on Stoddard. Make one for yourself, one for your lawyer, one for our legal department and one for Floyd's wife. I have mailers ready but I need your lawyers name."
I was stunned by her efficiency. This woman knew what she was doing and exactly how to do it. "Seymour Schlamp. His office is on Franklin Street."
George and I went into Floyd's office while Tracy started typing the last address label. There were twenty pictures of Floyd and Natalie having every kind of sex imaginable. They were poor quality and looked like they were taken off a web cam. That also meant that Floyd probably had a full length, video someplace. They were not taken in our bedroom. George was trying to be polite about the whole thing but he just couldn't help looking at my wife with a dick in her mouth, pussy and ass. I was little upset because every guy it the building probably saw what I was looking at now. After checking them all, I just did a file copy to each of the blank CD's.
Tracy stuck her head in the room. "Delete the whole damn file when you get done copying that filth."
I gave Tracy the four discs. She put each of them in an envelope and gave me one back. "Don't let your kids get a hold of this. I will mail these three on Monday morning."
I told George what I was planning at the Holiday Inn. He did not like the company getting involved but agreed to going along with it. We had a work crew in the area Monday and he said he would have them stop by and remove the cameras I was going to install. George and I shook hands. I thanked him and he thanked me. I guess that was a good meeting.
The trip from Reading to Lancaster took about an hour. After parking in the back, I registered, paid cash and got my key. The first thing I did was change into my work clothes. The housekeeping maid on the fourth floor was friendly enough. I showed her my work order and since no one had checked into the room yet, she let me in. It only took about twenty minutes to install the fake smoke detectors. The room had two queen size beds. I was able to place the cameras where I could get a good shot of each bed and part of the room. No sweat, I was a pro. I hoped that none of the occupants would notice that they were in a room with three smoke detectors.
I went back to the room, changed clothes and started to set up all my equipment. The pizza delivery guy got there about a half hour later. By three o'clock everything was set up. Both the cameras were working great. The pictures were clear, even with normal room lighting. My laptop was up and running with a good, high speed, connection. I had one camera set up to record whenever there was motion the other one I would run manually. Damn, I loved my job.



I had one problem, not knowing where Natalie was. I dialed her cell phone.
"Hi Steve." Isn't caller ID great?
"Hi Natalie. Just checking to see that everything is going OK. The kids are with my parents and I am still at work. Where are you now?"
"We are still at Katie's place. Her husband, Ray, is going to watching their kids. Katie and I are going to a sleep over at Melanie Thompson's house. A couple of the other girls from school will be there. It should be a blast."
"Sounds like fun. Take some pictures."
"In your dreams pervert."
"Who is this guy Ray that Katie is with? Do I know him?"
"I think so. It's Ray Wilson. He was on the football team with you."
"Yah right. I remember Ray. How's he look?"
"A little heavier, a little balder and a little mellower."
"Sound's like normal aging to me. OK Natalie. I'll let you go. Have fun and call if you have any problems. Love you."
"Love you back. Bye."
I did remember that Ray was one big son of a gun and nasty to boot.
If they were getting to leave that means that they would be here soon. I figured they would use Natalie's car, which will work out for me. About that time there was some activity in the room. Camera one started to record just as it was set up to do. There was a lot of idle chat about the drive up and other trivia. They were both pretty big guys. Jerrod had dark hair and dark eyes while Martin was a little bald and pale looking. Both seemed to be in good shape. The bug picked up Jerrod's cell phone ringing.
"Hi, this is the stud farm. How can I be of service?"
The two of them got a big kick out of that. I wondered how many times they used it before.
"We here, Honey and we are hot to trot. What's your pleasure?"
I assumed he was talking to Katie.
"Ok. The Outback it is. We'll meet you down stairs in about two minutes."
At least they were going to feed them first. I was sitting there fuming about the whole thing. If I wasn't so involved with the mechanics of what I was doing I would probably be getting ready to stomp somebody.
I left the room right away and headed for the stairwell at the end of the hall. Standing outside the corner of the building I could see Natalie and Katie waiting in the lobby. They were giggling like a couple of schoolgirls. A minute later, Jerrod and Martin came off the elevator.
Natalie immediately took Jerrod's arm and gave him a peck on the cheek, the kind a wife gives a husband. The four of them walked out and got in a black Mercedes. As they drove away I looked around the lot and found the Volvo parked in the back row. At least she was trying to be a little discrete. About five minutes later I was loading the trash bags with her clothes and other stuff into the wagon. I was sure she would come back from the restaurant a little high and not notice anything in the car. I left a note on the drivers seat explaining that the locks were changed on the house and that I was taking the kids on an extended vacation. I drove over to Taco Bell and fortified my body for the rest of the night. They get to eat baby back ribs and I get a burrito supreme. Life just is not fair.
I went back to my room and waited for the inevitable. I was trying to figure out a few other things I could do. I had about an hour until they got back to the room. I knew what was going to happen when they arrived what I didn't know was what exactly I was going to do.
Well I had pretty much concluded that they were not getting together to play canasta. I knew what was going to happen the rest of the night and I didn't like it. I had thought that Natalie and I had a good life. I figured she was happy because she had never complained or shown any sign at all that she was dissatisfied with anything. She fed me a line of bullshit when Jarrod was born. She said she was glad we had a boy because every man should have a son. I wondered if she called Jarrod's real father and congratulated him the first chance she got. Damn, it was depressing thinking about it. I regretted all the years that I lived with this woman who could cheat on me at the drop of a hat and feel no guilt about it at all. A woman who could get me to raise another man's child and think it was humorous. It was hard to have any compassion for her at this point.
I continued to get everything ready. I guess I was over prepared but it was the only chance I would have and I didn't want to miss anything. They barged into the room laughing and giggling. Martin brought a bottle of something with him and they had four glasses filled in the first minute. Katie pulled two pillows off the bed and threw them on the floor.
"Ok. Lets get started. Blowjob contest. The winner gets the first three way."
There was a round of laughter at that.
"How are we going to have a three way when there are only two guys?"
Natalie jumped in on that one. "Hey girls like to get ate too."
After more giggling Katie and Natalie took off their tops and bras and dropped to their knees in front of the guys. Two pairs of pants and boxers hit the floor in a second. Both of the girls had big grins on their faces as Katie yelled. "GO."
I couldn't believe I was watching my wife suck another mans cock and doing it with great enthusiasm. It was a contest that all four of them were enjoying to the fullest. Katie was pumping on Martins cock like a machine gun. It was as if she couldn't go fast enough. She was panting like she just ran a four-minute mile. Natalie was not going near as fast but she was going steady and deep. She was ramming her chin into Jarrod's balls with every stroke. The sides of her cheeks were caved in as she sucked harder and harder. Damn, I never got sucked off like that. Not only was I pissed off I was also jealous.
The cameras were working great. I was forced to take my attention away from the orgy to make sure I was getting everything. Since I was able to control the manual camera's zoom I got a couple of minutes of great sucking action recorded. It was almost as good as a regular porn flick.
"I am getting close, get ready for dessert." Jarrod yelled out.
Katie started pumping faster as Martin groaned but it was too late. Natalie stopped sucking and just held on to the head of Jarrod's cock with her lips as he pumped spurt after spurt of cum into her mouth. I could see her cheeks sucking every drop from his balls. Natalie left him slide out of her mouth and she held her lips tightly together. She looked up at him and smiled without opening her mouth. About that time Martin moaned loudly and Katie started to cough and choke on the load she was getting. She backed off his cock and continued to cough for a few seconds.
"Thanks a lot, Martin. You could have at least given me a clue you were ready. Look at all that good stuff I wasted."
Natalie walked over to her on her knees, and let all of Jarrod's cum drip into Katie's mouth.
Everybody started to laugh again.
"See Katie, that's what friends are for, sharing."
At regular intervals I was able to snap a few still shots using the zoom cam.
I watched, fascinated, as my loving wife stripped off the rest of her clothes and flopped back one of the beds. Katie was quick to follow. Although they had joked about the three way, it wasn't about to happen yet. Jarrod buried his face between Natalie's legs while Katie positioned herself on top of Martins face. There was a lot of moaning and groaning as the girls prodded their partners to lick faster and harder. Katie reached her climax first and left Martin with a sticky, shiny smile. Natalie finished up a little later and appeared to be trying to suffocate her lover by holding his head with all her might. She didn't let him up to breath until after she screamed and bucked away.
Both pairs followed this up with some robust missionary sex. As the evening continued they tried every position imaginable. Martin fucked Natalie from behind as she blew Jerrod. Katie ended up riding Jerrod's cock while she sucked Martin again. They finished the first session with Natalie on top of Martin while Jerrod took her in the ass. At the same time she was licking Katie pussy. I got some good stills of this episode.
It was break time in room 411. Katie went in to take a shower while Natalie brushed her teeth. Jarrod and Martin were just lying back with a couple of beers. I picked up a throw away phone and dialed Baltimore.
"Hi, Mrs. Kramer? This is Walter Perkins at the Medical Equipment Convention in Lancaster. Are you Jerrod Kramer's wife?"
"Yes but he's not here right now."
"I know. Your husband and Mister Blank received some special recognition tonight at the convention. We would like to e-mail you the pictures from the ceremony. Do you have an e-mail account we could send them to?"
"Of course. It's eekramer at bbw.net. "
"That's great. You don't happen to have Martin Blank wife's e-mail also do you so I can send the pictures together?"
"Sure. She is at bbblank at balt.com."
"Ok. That's all I need. You should have the pictures in a few minutes."
Of course she could track the transmissions to the hotel wireless link, but I really didn't care because there was no connection to me.
They were having a conversation break in room 411 while they got their second wind.
"So Natalie, is your dear husband taking good care of my son for me?"
"Of course silly. It's been eight years and the idiot still hasn't figured out that the kid is not his. Steve lives in a world of his own. He couldn't figure it out if a letter came in the mail. It would be nice if you sent a birthday present or something now and then."
"Oh yah. That would be cool. All he needs is to see something like that to give him a clue."
Katie chimed in, "Hell, I got three snot nose kids running around at home and my dummy isn't the father of any of them. He is so busy sucking down beers that he could never figure out they weren't his."
Everybody had a good laugh at poor Ray's expense and I had a good sound clip. I was getting bored with the activities and decided to pack it up for the night. I logged on to www.livesexcam.com and tapped into an unused room. After a few entries I had a live feed from room 411 going to an Internet site. I added a title to the page,' Natalie and Katie do Jerrod and Martin.' My wife and her girlfriend had decided that break time was over and started getting the guys hard for another go around. The Internet feed was going well and the number of watchers had picked up to over a hundred. It took me about twenty minutes to get everything packed up to go. I left the live feed computer until last. By that time over four hundred perverts were watching the show and I am sure several people were recording it for distribution later. I disconnected the last set up and called Ray Wilson.
"Hey Ray are you sober?"
"Yah, who is this?"
"Just a friend, Ray. I have something I want you to listen to."
I played back the short audio clip I made of Katie.
"Son of a bitch. Where did you get that?"
"Ray, she is in room 411 at the Holiday Inn. There are two guys there and they are pretty big so if you are planning on going, take a bat or something, or they might beat the crap out of you."
Ray didn't say another word and I heard the phone click off.
I just finished loading the Navigator when Ray jumped out of a Ford pickup with a short aluminum little league bat, and stormed into the building. I was tired but enjoyed the ride back to Lebanon.
The motor home was all ready. I gave dad a set of the new house keys. Mom would go down to Lancaster to see Natalie at her parents house while dad took some guys to our house and moved out all the furniture and stuff. They had plenty of room to store the things in the barn. Mom thought it would be interesting to hear Natalie's side of the story. My parents had the number of one of the throw away phones. I keep my cell, but was planning on having it turned off most of the time. Dad would take the stuff in the Navigator back to Centerex on Monday.
It was late to get started but I wanted to be far away when Natalie figured out what was going on. We had an RV lot reserved near Hagerstown where we could get a good start on the interstate in the morning.
The girls planned the trip for us. They did a pretty good job. The only input I made was to limit the distance between stops because the gas was killing me. I was glad I took a lot of cash with me. We finished three days at Disney and we were on our way to Chattanooga to see the Aquarium. Jenny asked if she could call Mom.
"Hi mom. It's Jenny. Yes. Just wanted to let you know that everything was OK. Yes. Yes. I know. We are all having a good time, even Jerrod. We miss you too. We'll call every couple of days to let you know. OK. Tomorrow night we are going to be getting to Orlando. We will be at Disney for almost a week. We have park tickets for every day."
I couldn't believe it. My daughter was setting her mother up. How cool is that.
"We are staying at the Orleans Hotel right in Disney World. It's going to be so neat. OK. We'll call you in a couple days. Bye."
"Jenny I can't believe you did that. That was really rotten."
"I know. Lynn and I thought it would be appropriate."
"You know of course, your mom is on the phone right now getting a plane ticket and a room reservation."
"That's what we figured she's do. She needs a vacation anyhow." Lynn chimed in. Jerrod was watching a DVD and enjoying his own company.
Two weeks later Lynn called her mother. Natalie was all upset because she spent a whole week looking for us in Orlando. Lynn said we decided on Six Flags instead and tried to change the subject. Lynn and Jenny kept her on the cell for almost twenty minutes listening to her rant and rave. Jenny finally said she was sorry if she had misled her and would call her back in a couple of days. My demon girls were giggling for a half hour after they hung up the phone.
The next week was hectic. We parked by the Smokey Mountains and the kids kept busy while I took care of business. Seymour delivered the divorce papers to Natalie. She had no idea I was doing it till he arrived. He said she had a fit. He explained that she could get a lawyer to fight the divorce and told her what she was up against. He had the pictures of her and Floyd, the group at room 411 and the DNA results. Jenny and Lynn were mine but not Jarrod. Natalie got a lawyer but ended up agreeing to what Seymour proposed anyhow.
Seymour went to see big Jarrod at a hospital in Baltimore. Katie's husband had done a bang up job on him and Martin. Ray was looking at about five years in Jail. I ask Seymour to help him. Both of my wife's lovers were in the hospital over a week and were served divorce papers while they were in recovery. They had no place to go when they got out. Jarrod signed the paper relinquishing all rights to his son, Jarrod. Besides the broken bones and ribs, Ray had literally smashed their genital regions with the bat. The doctors did not hold out much hope for a recovery.
Betty Moore had a buyer for the house. She had a hell of a time convincing Natalie to sign all the papers but finally wore her down. I wasn't needed to sign anything or go to the closing because of the power of attorneys I had signed.
The summer was coming to a fast end. I had a chance to build a good bond with the kids. I spent a lot of time talking with Jerrod. He liked it in Lebanon, where mom and dad lived. I asked him if he would like to stay at the farm full time and he jumped at it. Dad really enjoyed having him around and I knew he would be happy to take him in. Seymour drew up adoption papers so my parents would have the legal authority to provide and take care of him. The only thing Seymour didn't like doing, was getting Natalie to agree to it. Natalie didn't know it, but dad also had Jerrod's name legally chanced to Jake.
The girls fell in love with the school in Burlington. Late summer in Vermont was beautiful. We spend a few days getting them settled in and then Jake and I started back to the keystone state. I checked in with Mister Turcott and found out everything was set for my move to Alaska. Tracy was already in position and had a temporary office set up. That was good news. She also had an apartment for me, and a company car ready when I arrived. I left the Navigator with dad to get rid of.
Six months later everything was finally settling down. The divorce was final. The girls were doing well in school and both had scholarships to James Madison University in Virginia. They were happy and excited about being on their own. They had not heard from Natalie except for a few phone calls. Jake's school work was improving and he was deeply involved in his new hobby, raising bantam chickens. Natalie came to see him one time. She was driving an old Ford Escort and told dad she had to sell the Volvo to pay the divorce costs. That was bull shit because I ended up paying for both lawyers. While she was there, Natalie insisted on calling Jake, Jarrod. Jake corrected her each time and finally walked away. Natalie proceeded to dump on my dad about how rotten it was to take away the child's birthright. Dad said it was too easy a shot, so he passed it up and just walked away with Jake. Jake's mother never came back to see him again. She got eleven thousand dollars from the sale of the house. Katie and her decided to celebrate the divorce and went to Las Vegas. All the money was gone in four days. I don't know what Natalie is doing now or where she is living. Maybe she moved to Baltimore.
Needless to say, I love Alaska.
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Note: I am not a lawyer and all references to legal stuff are strictly imaginary. Please enjoy the story and don't critique my legal expertise.
Sorry but there is no sex in this story.
This is a repost of an older story so there will be no voting.
*
My wife, Marcie, was in London again, shopping. She has been spending more time away from home every year. We no longer have a marriage but I cannot afford to give her a divorce and she has no desire to apply for one. In the last five years my software company has taken off, For over ten years, I was struggling just to keep our head above water, and than the hardware technology caught up with my software package and things went sky high. Three of the big companies had expressed interest and I was just waiting for the right one to grab it. The actually value now was well over ten million, mostly in stock, which I held.
About eight years ago Marcie was working for a legal firm in Reading. The paycheck was a big help at the time. Her hours were long and she ended up making several over night trips for the firm, even thought she was just a paralegal. I was tied up with the new software so I didn't give a lot of thought to her absences. Up until that time everything was OK between us. Our sex life was great and we seemed to spend a lot of time doing things together and enjoying each other company, even with my erratic work habits. After she was with the law firm about a year, the sex dropped off to almost nothing and our life together became barely platonic. I was unhappy with the situation but I was sure it was just a phase she was going though. We had two sons who were both in high school. They pretty much took care of them selves. Bradley was getting ready for Penn State and Scott was looking forward to the Marines.
Marcie's boss, at Berks Legal, was Robert Logan. I met him and his wife a few times at company functions and he seemed like an OK guy. One day Marcie came home very upset and told me that Robert was dead, shot by his wife. She didn't go into any other details but shortly afterwards she quit, and never worked again.
Our marriage did not improve. She became surly and argumentative. I would like to say she had some redeeming features or good traits but I can't. I would try to avoid her as much as possible, but it was difficult. To make matter worst she was pregnant. I was hoping the new baby would improve our home situation but it didn't. Marcie named our new daughter Glenda. She adored the girl and fussed about her constantly but our relationship continued to get worse.
As Glenda got older Marcie started to spend more time away from home. The company was making money so we ended up in a new house with servants. Marcie had a live in nanny for Glenda and took full advantage of it. I never asked where she went or why. All I knew was there were a lot of expenses. Luckily, I was making the money faster than she could spend it, but I was upset never the less.
I tried to talk to her and find out what happen between us, but she refused. Of course the separate bedrooms didn't help. I had no idea what I did wrong and so I had no idea how to fix it. I finally just gave up.
A divorce would cost me a couple million dollars and probably ruined the new company. I was upset with myself for letting it go this far. I had my own legal staff on retainer, but still could not see a good way out.
Glenda was growing into a fine young lady. I spent as much time with her as I could. Marcie usually kept us apart, but since she was gone so often, Glenda and I became good friends without her knowing. It was our secret and Glenda enjoyed it. She was in third grade now and doing well. I got to go to the PTA meetings and the teacher conferences. Marcie was usually busy with other important things. Bradley and Scott were both on their own and doing great. My marriage sucked but my kids made up for it.
Then one day I got lucky.
===========================
Janet Logan was sitting in my office waiting for me. I was surprised because I thought she was in jail for killing her husband. She had aged well. Her hair was shoulder length and was a smooth mixture of gray, silver and a little black. She had on very little make up and her skin seemed to have a gentle smoothness without being soft. Her eyebrows were natural and fit her face perfectly. She appeared to be hard and feminine at the same time.
"Janet, this is a surprise to say the least. You look good."
"Thanks Grady. I wasn't sure you would remember me. It's been eight years and I was certain I would be a forgotten person by now."
"Would you like some coffee?"
"Black would be great."
"Janet, I am in a very embarrassing spot here. I am, of course, aware of your situation and don't want to say anything to upset you. If I say or do anything that might be inappropriate please feel free to correct me."
"I have been in jail for the last eight years, Grady. I am pretty well calloused about the whole thing. Don't worry about my feelings. By the way, how is Mrs. Stevens? "
"Not something I want to talk about. Shall we just say that things could be better?"
"Sorry, but that is the reason I came to see you. I have to talk to you about Marcie. I am not being vindictive or revengeful but there are some things that I feel need closure."
I placed the cup of coffee in front of her but sat in the chair aside of my desk rather than behind it. I wanted to hear what she had to say and I wanted her to feel comfortable while she was doing it. I hit the intercom button and instructed my secretary not to interrupt us.
"Grady, did you follow the trial at all?"
"No. Marcie mentioned what had happened but I didn't have any particular interest in it myself. I was busy with the business start up and she wasn't very talkative at the time. I guess she was upset at his death."
"More so that you would imagine I guess. It appears that you have no clue about what was going on so a lot of this will come as a shock to you. You said you didn't want to get me upset, well I feel the same way. I am going to explain things to you that are not pleasant to hear. If it becomes to difficult, just tell me and I will stop."
"Maybe we should have had some scotch instead of the coffee."
There was a little half laugh from both of us.
"On the day that I shot Robert he was planning on leaving me and running away with Marcie. Robert had stopped by the house just long enough to present me with divorce papers. Your wife was waiting in the car. They were going to come see you after they finished with me. I had been aware of their affair for sometime and had documentation and a few pictures. The fact that he was asking for a divorce didn't bother me because I was planning the same thing."
"Janet, I had no idea. I was living in my own little world at the time. I guess it was my fault in a way that the whole thing happened. I am sorry that my poor performance as a husband contributed to your marital problems."
"There was more, Grady. Robert had always wanted a family and we were never able to have children. He was constantly complaining about my shortcomings as a wife and blamed the entire thing on me. When he handed me the divorce papers he told me that Marcie was pregnant with his child and that she was going to provide him with the family he always wanted. I turned and started to walk away from him, but he continued to insult me and call me all sorts of demeaning names. It was not enough that he was leaving and divorcing me, he insisted on making me feel as if I was less that a person. It seemed like he was never going to stop berating me and finally I snapped, reached into the buffet drawer and pulled out the revolver. I don't remember shooting him."
"Do you mean to tell me that my daughter, Glenda is Robert's?"
"Glenda is not Roberts daughter but I would imagine that Marcie thinks she is."
"Can you explain that?"
"I had myself checked several times. The doctors never found anything wrong with me. I finally got a sample of Roberts sperm checked and he was totally sterile. I never told him. By the way, Glenda is the name of Roberts mother. I assume that was the name they agreed on when Marcie found out she was pregnant."
"Marcie picked out the name, but I had no idea where she had gotten it from. I think you are right though, she believes that Glenda is Robert's child. Knowing that, explains a lot of things. Would you like some more coffee?"
"No but I have some more things to discuss. Are you sure you have the time?"
"We are fine. Don't worry about a thing. That's the nice thing about being the boss."
"When I went to prison all of the things in the house went into storage. Roberts' briefcase was included. I was going though it last week and found this."
Janet handed me the original divorce papers that Marcie was going to give to me the day that Robert got shot. The papers were signed, dated and notarized. Robert and Marcie worked for a law firm so the terms of the divorce were very precisely spelled out.
"Is this still good?"
Janet laughed. "I have no idea. I'm not a lawyer. Check out paragraph seven."
"She is giving me completed custody of all children. Wow, this would really piss her off if she found out I could get Glenda. Of course the boys are long gone but if I got custody of her little angel she would go bonkers. Can I have this so my legal people can look it over?"
"It's yours' Grady. It has no value to me. I wish you well with it. Here are some more things you might or might not be interested in."
Janet handed me two manila envelopes. "The pictures that my detective took are in the small envelope. They are very sexual in nature. I have no use for them but maybe they will be of value to you. The large envelope contains the investigation results that my PI gave me and some other interesting papers. You can look them over and decide what is important to you. "
"Thank you. I really don't want to look at them but I will give them to the lawyer with the papers."
We both sat and looked at each other of a few moments. She was a very impressive women and I was glad she came to see me.
"I better go and let you get back to work. Thanks for seeing me. I feel better getting these loose ends wrapped up. By the way, you don't have any job openings for an ex-con do you?"
Seymour Schlamp, my personal and favorite lawyer, was all excited about the eight year old divorce papers with no expiration date. He was like a kid in a candy store and could not wait to get started. Marcie had not asked for percentages of anything but for hard figures. She wanted fourteen thousand dollars from the checking and savings accounts. That was about half of the total eight years ago but next to nothing today. All the other items were similar. There was only one gotcha; she wanted the 1995 Volvo station wagon that she had at the time. I sold it about five years ago. I had to find that car.
Janet Logan started work in the software testing division of the company. It was an entry-level job but I felt she would be comfortable with it. It also gave me a chance to see her on a regular basis. I liked Janet and hoped to get to know her better.
Glenda and I kept our DNA tests secret from Marcie. It would be a few weeks until the results came back, but Seymour needed the time to make sure there were no loopholes in the divorce papers. I felt confident that the results would show Glenda was mine.
With a little bit of help from friends at the DMV I was able to locate the Volvo wagon at State College. The frat boy was happy to let me have it at twice what he paid for it. A week later I had the new title with Marcie's name on it.
Seymour explained to me that as long as nothing was changed on the original request for divorce it could go through as written. We were not able to find anything serious enough to make us want to change it. Marcie's signature was notarized and still legal even after eight years. I signed in my place and Seymour's notary put the seal on it. Now all we had to do was wait.
Time passed very slowly. My relationship with my wife did not improve. My relationship with my daughter grew stronger every day. My relationship with Janet Logan grew stronger every day. After about a month I convinced Janet to have lunch with me, on a non working day. It was pleasant, with no strings attached and I assured her that I would do nothing that would indicate to the other employees that I was interested in her. She replied that her relationship with me was more important than her job. I had a feeling that things would improve but I was not going to rush anything.
Over the next few weeks I tried several times to talk to Marcie about our marriage. She refused to open any discussions or even respond to questions. I did not tell her that her petition for divorce from me was being processed and in a short time she would be notified that it was final.
It was the middle of the week and the middle of the day when my loving wife, Marcie, came storming into the office.
"What the hell is this?" she demanded as she threw some official looking papers on my desk.
"I am not sure, but I believe the divorce request that you made eight years ago has just been finalized."
"You son-of-a-bitch. You can't do that. Everything has changed since then and if you think I am going to let you get away with this crap you are crazy."
"What has changed Dear? Just because your lover died doesn't mean we could not proceed with the divorce. I agreed to all of your terms so you have no grounds to protest. I suggest you get a lawyer if you want to contest the divorce and in the mean time I would like you to get all your things out of my house, which you gave to me."
"I will gladly get out of your house and I will get this piece of shit, divorce notice thrown out. You will pay and you will pay big. Glenda and I will be gone this afternoon and I will sent somebody for my stuff tomorrow."
"Sorry Dear, but if you read paragraph seven you will notice that you gave full custody of Glenda to me. Until you get it resolved, she is mine. If you try and take Glenda without my permission I will have you arrested, I promise."
By this time Marcie was boiling mad. All of her words were not spoken but screamed. Her neck muscles were tense and the veins in her forehead were popping. Her lips quivered every time she talked. For the next minute I didn't hear what she was saying. I just stood there stunned by her rampage. Finally she grabbed the papers and stormed out.
The peace and quiet was wonderful. I sat fully relaxed and relieved as my secretary brought me a cup of coffee. She didn't say anything, just smiled. I spent the rest of the afternoon canceling cell phones, credit cards, bank accounts and insurance policies.
I called Janet and she agreed to have supper with Glenda and me that night. I needed a friendly shoulder to lean on. Glenda and Janet spent most of the night talking to each other. Things didn't work out as I had planned.
Seymour called me a few days later. Marcie had retained legal counsel and a meeting was set up to settle and resolve the problems with the divorce. A family judge was going to sit in on the proceedings and act as arbitrator. Seymour indicated that Marcie's lawyer did not seem to have much confidence in getting the divorce decree thrown out but seemed more interested in getting me to relinquish custody of Glenda as an addendum. I agreed to compromise but not concede.
The meeting started off slow and consisted mainly of reviewing each of the demands that Marcie had made in the divorce request. Seymour handed over checks for the agreed upon amounts and we sat quietly and endured the formal protests relating to the unfairness of the settlements. Seymour gave no responses what so ever. Marcie seemed shocked when I slid the car keys and title for the Volvo across the table. At last the question of custody was reached. Marcie asked the judge if she could make a statement, which was approved.
"For the last eight years I have forced myself to live in a loveless marriage for the sake of my daughter. I loved Robert Logan with all my heart and I was proud to give him the child that his wife was unable to. Robert Logan is the father of my daughter, not Grady Stevens. Mister Stevens has no rights what so ever to Glenda and I will not tolerate having the daughter of the man I loved raised by a stranger. I am seeking sole custody of Glenda Stevens based on this."
The judge who had been quiet doing the entire proceeding spoke up. "Mrs. Stevens are you saying that Glenda Stevens is the off spring of an adulterous relationship that you had with Robert Logan while you were married to Grady Stevens?"
"Yes, your honor. It sounds a little degrading the way you put it, but Robert Logan and I were lovers and soul mates. We never felt like we were doing anything as dirty as adultery. We were planning or starting our own life together when his tragedy occurred. Glenda is the proof of our love and I don't want Mister Stevens having contact with her in any fashion."
"Your revelation concerning this matter would in most cases make you less likely to get custody due to the infidelity. If what you say is true, however, we might possibly have to reconsider." The judge looked over to Seymour. "Do you have anything to offer?"
Seymour and I sat and looked at each other. "Are you sure you want to do this Grady?"
"Yes. Lets do it."
My friendly lawyer pushed a piece of paper across the table to Marcie's lawyer. "This a report made approximately six weeks prior to the conception date of Glenda Stevens. As you can see, the report indicates that Robert Logan had a sperm count of zero. Mister Logan was completely sterile and there is no way he could ever father a child. That is the reason Janet Logan, who is fertile, was never able to conceive."
Marcie went pale and her eyes opened wide. She was getting agitated again as she did in my office. "That's a lie. That report is not authentic. This is something that you are making up just to steal Robert's child away from me."
Her lawyer whispered something in her ear as he tried to calm her down. Finally she seemed to relax a little bit.
Seymour pushed three more pieces of paper across the table. "The first form is a DNA analysis of Glenda Stevens. The second form is a DNA analysis of Grady Stevens. The third report is a comparison of the two, which shows that Grady Stevens is without a doubt the father of Glenda Stevens. Are there any questions?"
By this time Marcie was in tears. She wasn't mad any more, now she was simply crushed. She was bawling uncontrollably as her lawyer asked for a short break.
After the break my ex wife's lawyer conceded custody but asked for some type of visitation agreement. I agreed to let Marcie have Glenda every other weekend and two holidays a year of her choice. Marcie decided that she would like to have Glenda on Christmas and on her birthday. Marcie sat quietly the rest of the session. I went back to work without saying anything to her and left Seymour to finalize the paperwork.
I could not believe that I got off that cheap. If Marcie had been a better companion the least few years, I would have been willing to share the wealth. I never denied her anything, emotionally or materially. I was willing and able to do anything for her but somehow, someway I had not met her expectations as a partner. I never was able to figure out what Robert Logan had that I didn't or what he did for her that I could not. The pictures that Janet left did not show him to be anything special in the physical department. I gave copies of the pictures and the investigation to Marcie. Inside the investigation were two reports of motel meetings that Robert had with other women at the same time he was seeing Marcie. I hoped she enjoyed reading that.



Every attempt I ever made to get an explanation from Marcie was rebuffed. The divorce left me feeling like a failure. I found a little consolation with Glenda and Janet.
Marcie moved in with Robert's mother, Glenda. Apparently they had become friends over the last few years. Unfortunately the arrangement did not work out well for Marcie. In order to support herself, my ex wife was slowing selling off the jewelry and designer clothes that she had accumulated at my expense. It took a while for her to realize that her lovers' mother was doing the same thing. After six months Marcie moved out and went to live with her sister in Norristown.
In the beginning Marcie was picking up Glenda every weekend. She started to call and make excuses for not being able to come for some reason or another. The calls became more frequent and the excuses lamer. Finally she just stopped coming at all.
Glenda didn't mind when her mother cancelled out because Janet and I would go over board to make it up to her. We spend more time together and were beginning to feel like a family. Janet moved into the house and we were married just before Christmas.
Marcie was on a singles cruise to the Caribbean over the holidays and couldn't pick up Glenda as scheduled. That made everyone happy. Two weeks later I filed to have the custody addendum thrown out and it was approved.
My company was finally purchased and we were now in the big bucks. Janet is extremely happy because for the first time in her life she is pregnant. We will be on Social Security before the baby finishes high school but it will all be worth it. Life is good, at last.
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Thanks to the knee doctor for editing assistance.
*
It was only a twenty-third anniversary, but I was still hoping it would be special. Unfortunately, a last minute business conference threw a monkey wrench into it. I finished packing a bag for the next three days in Baltimore, and sat down to grab a quick bite before leaving.
"Marcie, I promise I'll make this up to you. Torrenson insisted that I attend this seminar. I looked over the agenda and didn't see anything especially important, but he is the boss."
"Don't worry about it, John. I'll get even when we go to Europe for the twenty-fifth. We can go someplace nice this weekend when you get back."
Marcie and I have been married since college, and have two daughters, Janet and Rachel, who are both in college. I started working for Beeman's International about ten years ago and was doing well. I put in a lot of hours and was required to travel quite a bit. Marcie didn't seem to mind and found ways to occupy her time while I was gone. Our marriage was good and our sex life was fine. Other than my demanding work schedule, I assumed everything in my life was fine. We socialized occasionally, usually at office functions, but sometimes with neighborhood friends. The girls were both fairly independent, and only relied on us for tuition and some expense money. Both of them were working while they were on campus.
After Marcie and I met, we started dating, and the transition to marriage was a natural thing. There was no whirlwind romance, or storybook episodes. It was all just matter of fact and sort of boring. While I was average in appearance, Marcie was fairly good looking. I was a little more than six foot and towered over Marcie, who was a good six inches shorter. She usually wore heels when we went out, to even things up. She had dark brown hair, which was just starting to get a few gray streaks. They made her look sophisticated. She jogged about three times a week to keep her weight down. Marcie was a fine looking woman and any man would be proud to have her.
"I'll call you when I get settled in and give you the room number. We will probably be busy most of the afternoon and evening. They have some things scheduled pretty late. I won't call tonight if it goes on too long."
"Don't worry John. I have plenty to keep me busy. The girls dropped off some laundry this weekend, and the new book club edition arrived yesterday. Don't fret about me. I'll see you Friday evening."
After a quick kiss, I was off to Baltimore. It was a three hour drive, because I usually took the back roads. I hate the Interstate. The meetings started after lunch, so I had plenty of time to get settled in. I called Marcie to let her know I arrived safely.
The irritating thing was that there was nothing new being presented. I read the agenda before coming, but I was still expecting more. I couldn't figure out why they would send me to a redundant conference.
I was really annoyed after the last session of the afternoon, when they announced that we were all going out for a special celebration dinner to a Ruth's Chris Steak House. Although there were two in Baltimore, they were taking us to the one in Philly, where we had a corporate acount.
It was raining when we arrived in Philadelphia. They had two special tables set up for the group, in a special meeting room. At the prices they charge, I am sure they didn't want a rowdy bunch annoying the paying customers. After we all ordered, I excused myself to go to the men's room.
The lighting thoughout the restaurant was subdued, but I was still able to make out my wife, Marcie, sitting at a secluded table with Bob Torrenson. She was dressed to the nines. It looked like she had even had her hair done. She only goes to the beauty shop on special occasions, two or three times a year. Then I remembered, tonight was special, because it was our wedding anniversary.
As I stood across the room, things became much clearer. Now I knew why I was making so many overnight business trips and seminars. I had no idea Marcie was that close to Bob Torrenson, especially since he was married. We had never socialized with Bob and his wife and I didn't even know when or how they were able to start up a relationship. At this point, it no longer mattered. Looks like our trip to Europe would never happen.
It was a nice restaurant and I didn't want to spoil anyone's meal so I decided to be discrete. I walked to the side of the room by the restroom hallway. From there I could see Marcie and also view the conference room. I thought for sure Marcie would turn her cell phone off under the circumstances, but she didn't.
"Hi honey, it's John. I tried the house phone but there was no answer."
Marcie was trying to use her cell phone without being obvious. That is hard to do in a crowded, expensive eating establishment.
"Sorry John. I am down in the basement and didn't hear the phone ring. I thought you weren't going to call. What is going on?"
Bob had a disgusted look on his face as Marcie tried to keep her voice down.
"Just wanted to let you know that I am on my way home. The conference ended early. I should be home in about an hour. See you soon."
"What? Hold on a minute, John. The washer is acting up."
Marcie quickly put her hand over the phone and was talking to Bob. You could tell there was a degree of urgency in the conversation, by her facial expression and hand gestures. Bob whipped out his phone and hit a speed dial in two seconds flat. Across the room, the conference director was answering his cell phone. The conversation between Bob and the party room was very short. A look of fear crossed Marcie's face as Bob relayed what he had just heard. She put the phone up to her mouth slowly.
"John, where are you?"
"I think you know the answer to that. You look nice in that black dress. It goes good with the pearls that I got you last Christmas. Don't bother coming back to the house tonight. I will be moving out tomorrow. By the way, happy anniversary."
"John, wait, we have to talk."
They always say that. That must be the stupidest expression a women who is caught cheating can make, but they always say it.
It was raining like hell when I walked out of the restaurant. My car was in Baltimore and I was stuck in Philly. I started walking towards the downtown area. In less than a minute, I was soaking wet. Somehow, I didn't care. I felt my phone ring several times but ignored it. Finally, I turned it off. I decided it might be more prudent to save the battery. I felt bad about missing out on the free Ruth's Chris steak until I came to the cheese steak shop. I was depressed, but that was the best steak sandwich I ever had.
I guess the easiest thing to do, would be to rent a car and drive home, but I didn't really want to go home. Home was a comfortable place and all my toys were there, but as hard as I tried, I couldn't convince myself that going there was necessary. From the steak shop it was only a short walk to the nearest bar. After six drafts, I was ready for bed.
I woke up in a sleazy room that I am sure usually rents by the hour. My suit was totally wiped out from the weather the night before. Three blocks away was the bus station. I got a razor with a tube of some sort of shaving cream out of the vending machine, and a few minutes later looked half way presentable. A pair of chino pants and a polo shirt came to less than twenty bucks at a shop closer to town. The Goodwill got my suit and white shirt. By that time, the banks were open.
I don't live in Philadelphia, but most of the banks and other companies I deal with have offices or headquarters there. I quickly closed out my checking and savings accounts. I even took the girls college fund money. The mortgage department in the bank was not happy when I told them I wanted to concede my home loan. What confused them was the fact that I had over sixty thousand dollars equity, and there was no need to let the house go back. They had to agree it was a good deal for them, so they let me sign the release forms. They also said I had to get my wife's signature. I smiled and told them it was their problem. I canceled my bank credit card after paying off the balance.
I had a nice bundle built up in my whole life insurance policies. The company agreed to mail the checks to my sister in Savannah. Fidelity Mutual Funds also agreed to mail the checks for my closed out account. My cell phone battery died, but I was able to borrow a phone from a friendly secretary to call work.
The head of my department at work was not happy about my leaving. After the counter-offers he made to keep me failed, he politely demanded to know the reason why I was going with such short notice. He was not pleased to hear that Bob Torrenson had been keeping me busy so that he could nail my wife. I explained that it was already done and he couldn't fix it. Before transferring me to the personnel office, he promised that Torrenson would be dealt with. Personnel was more than willing to mail my final checks for pay, profit sharing, sick leave, and accrued vacation pay to my sisters place. A sympathetic secretary was also willing to give me Bob Torrenson's home phone number.
I made two more phone calls to cancel two additional credit cards. An hour later, I was on the bus to Baltimore. I decided to pick up my car and get the few things I had in the hotel room.
It would take me a full day to get from Baltimore to Savannah. My sister, Grace, and I were close. I decided to explain everything to her and also let her know that I had some checks coming to her house. I turned the cell phone on so I could charge it in the car. There were several calls while it was under charge, but I didn't answer any of them. As soon as I got settled, I would get a new number.
That many hours on the road, gives a man a lot of time to think. I was at a complete loss as to what motivated Marcie to go with Bob Torrenson. I couldn't, for the life of me, figure out when it might have started or how. Was I somehow an active participant in what happened or was I completely passive? It appears that I came up short as a husband in some fashion. After a few hours, I decided that I didn't really care. I no longer felt the need to place blame or find fault. What was done was done and could not be undone. Time to move on.
I regretted not having my birth certificate, passport, and car title. I would make do, or figure out how to get them. I had my laptop and briefcase. I could live with the car charger for the cell phone, because I wouldn't be using it that much anyhow. My medical insurance was still in effect for ninety days but I wasn't planning on getting sick.
About an hour out of Baltimore, I called Bob Torrenson's wife. It seemed that Bob had been let go that morning, for unspecified reasons, or so he told his wife. She thanked me for explaining things to her in a little more detail, and promised further retribution, for her and for me. I felt it was the least he deserved. I called Grace and let her know I was coming.
"Welcome, my wayward brother." Grace was sitting on the front porch as I pulled up. "Your wife called twice, trying to run you down, but would not say why it was important, or why you might be coming to see your sister. I suspect you will be telling me now, or I will have to kick your butt."
There were four rockers on the porch and an ice chest, which I knew would hold some beer. Grace was older than I was, and a little smarter, or should I say wiser. I plopped myself down beside of her.
"From the expression on your face, I can only assume that it was something that you did not see coming?"
"Didn't see it coming and never expected it. Your little brother got blind-sided and needs some comforting words." Grace handed me a cold, long-neck along with a pathetic smile. The rockers were positioned just right so we could prop our feet on the porch railing and watch the traffic go by. Grace and her husband, Carson, bought the old brick, two story, twenty years ago. Luckily, Carson was pretty handy, because he had to replace half the wood in the lower structure. Termites are hell in damp coastal areas. It paid off for them, because it was now part of the Savannah Historical District.
"I am guessing infidelity. Am I right?"
"Yep."
"And who is the cheating bastard: Marcie or John?"
"Well I am too socially inept to ever even meet another woman so it must have been her." Grace thought on that for a moment. I wasn't trying to be cute, but I found it difficult to come right out and say my wife cheated on me.
"Gee John, that wasn't expected. I never thought that Marcie would do something like that. How did it all come about?"
"Don't know and don't care. It appears that she hooked up with my boss, and he started sending me out of town, on business trips, so they could be together. It was just dumb luck that I found out about it. I had no clue. I didn't discuss any of it with her. I just left."
"Is there a chance you might be wrong?"
"No. She lied to my face about it while it was happening. She was sitting in a restaurant with him while she told me on the phone, that she was at home doing laundry. I was thirty feet away, watching her. There was no mistake. Of course I never caught them in the sack or in a motel room, but I am pretty sure it happened at some time."
"I assume there will be no reconciliation?"
"It will never happen." We started a second bottle and said nothing for about ten minutes. This was the first time I acknowledged what had happened and I didn't feel good about it.
"Why don't you get cleaned up for supper? Carson will be home in a couple of minutes. You two can catch up on old times while I get some shrimp boiled. He doesn't know anything, so it is up to you if you want to tell him. I won't say anything, if you don't want me to do."
"Just tell him Grace. It is better not to keep something like this under the rug."
I stayed with Grace and Carson for two days. They had two sons, who were both married and on their own. Carson had put on a few pounds so he had lots of extra clothes to push off on me. I needed them. Grace agreed to hold the checks and any other mail that arrived, until I could get a forwarding address. I had no idea where I was going to end up. Marcie called once the next day, but Grace said she hadn't seen me. I asked Grace to call the girls, at college, after I left, and to explain the situation as best as she could. It was important that they knew that the tuition would be taken care of. I wasn't ready to face the girls myself. Before leaving town, I got a new cell phone number and picked up two pairs of comfortable shoes.
I hated the Interstate, so I ended up on old 301 headed South. The best thing about being in the area was the availability of Krystal for lunch and Waffle House for breakfast. What else could a man want? I slept in the car the first night, on a Wal-Mart parking lot, between two enormous RV's.
Other than the sliders, one of the nice things about Krystal is the free Wi-Fi. I really didn't have a desperate need to use the Internet, but it was nice knowing it was available, if I did need it.
I was driving along the St Johns River, somewhere around Palatka, when things changed for the better. It was mid-morning, and I stopped to refuel at a small gas station, dock, and restaurant combination. It was a ratty place about a hundred yards off the main road but visible from the bridge crossing the river. The parking lot was all gravel and the dock, which had seen better days, looked like it had once been a marina. The restaurant was a two-story building, half on the dock and half on land. It hadn't been painted in at least ten years. Across the street were three mobile homes, which were at least as old as the paint job on the restaurant. The gas station appeared to be set up for the benefit of boaters who happened to be cruising the waterway. The sign in front said: "Sadie's Catfish House." I worked all through high school at a Captain D's, so I felt a twang of nostalgia.
I stepped my way down toward the river, carefully. The place needed maintenance. Two boys in their early teens were sitting on the dock just looking at the water. Loud voices were coming from the back of the restaurant, one male and one female. I got the feeling the boys were there to avoid what was going on inside.
"Sounds like somebody is going at it pretty good in there." I was trying to be polite without being intrusive.
They both looked up at me. The oldest one cracked a smile: "Charlie showed up drunk for work again. Mom wants to fire him, but he is the only cook she can get. If he goes, she will have to shut down. She can't cook and wait tables at the same time."
"I assume you guys help out."
"The restaurant sells beer, so Josh and I can't work in the dining room until we are eighteen, by state law. We can help in the kitchen, but that doesn't help Mom too much."
About that time, Charlie fell out the back door of the kitchen. It was obvious from his unsuccessful attempts to get up, that he was drunk. "And don't even think about coming back, you bastard." That was my first contact with Loretta Fields, a Cajun woman, lost in Florida. She stood at the kitchen door with fire in her eyes. It was lucky for Charlie, that she didn't have anything in her hands, because she most surely would have thrown it at him. Loretta stood close to six feet, and was all muscle. The uniform she wore was not flattering and it was evident that she was not well-endowed. I don't normally look at ladies breasts, but the absence in this case was noticeable. I chided myself for being such a clod, and tried to put the childish observation out of my mind. She had auburn, shoulder length hair and sharp, cheekbones that emphasized her dark, brown eyes. The absence of makeup, added to her less than feminine appearance. She was a hard woman who definitely had a hard life. She stood akimbo, as Charlie made his way off the dock and across the parking lot.
"What the hell are you looking at?" She sounded as mad at me as she had been with Charlie.
"My name is John Wilson. I was looking for a job." I don't know what possessed me to say that. I wasn't looking for a job, but it seemed like the best thing to say at the time. Something about the whole conversation gave the two boys a giggle fit.
"Josh, Terry, get your butts inside and start getting ready for lunch.
There is nothing funny and I don't appreciate your attitude." As the boys scampered inside, the wicked witch of the South turned her attention back to me. "My name is Loretta. Do you have any restaurant experience at all?"
"Two years at Capt D's, in food prep and cooking. I don't know everything, but I can find my way around a kitchen." I cannot explain why I persisted in playing this game, but I found her intensity to be fascinating. I was sure it would grow old fast, but at the moment I was mesmerized.
My first day as a cook at Sadie's Catfish House, went fairly well. I messed up a few orders, but it was nothing serious. The boys were a big help, explaining the standard procedures and locating stuff for me. It was mostly a bread and fry operation. I was more familiar with batter-fried fish, but it was all pretty much the same. The biggest pain in the butt for me was cleaning the fryers after the lunch rush. I don't think they were cleaned in the past year. They had an oil filter system set up that was pretty simple to use, but still was messy. Loretta and I spent most of the afternoon prepping for supper. I got a quick lesson in making Cole Slaw, her way. She went over the entire menu to see if I had any questions. It was mostly catfish. Although nothing had been discussed, I got the feeling that she was going on the assumption that I was a permanent fixture. I was flattered and intrigued. I had time to kill and this was fun.



After the evening clean up, Loretta gave me a cold long-neck and we sat to talk.
"In case I forget, I want to thank you for helping me out of a bind today. I really appreciated you being here."
"No problem, for twenty dollars an hour, I am willing to do just about anything."
"Whoa, pony. Where the hell did the twenty-dollar figure come from? "
"Just trying to get a feeling of just how thankful you really were."
"Charlie got six bucks an hour. I don't have to, and I can't afford to pay that damn minimum wage. I can bump it up a little, but don't get greedy on me."
"Six is fine, Mrs. Fields. My big problem is a place to stay."
"The boys and I live in one of the trailers across the street. Mabel, the lady that owns the whole shebang here, lives in the big one. I rent the restaurant from her. Her son Clyde runs the gas station. He lives in the third trailer. There is a storage room upstairs, but no furniture or plumbing. You can use the toilet in the restaurant and I can let you shower in the trailer."
"And how much are these luxurious accommodations going to cost me?"
"How about free overtime. I pay you for a forty hour week and anything over that you do for free."
"Are you open everyday?"
"I close Mondays. It is my day at the beauty spa."
I found her humor to fit her personality. How could I not like this woman?
The first night in the storage room was rough. It was dusty, dirty, and the floor was hard. Beat the hell out of the Subaru though. The nice thing was that I had a full kitchen to cook my breakfast.
After a week, I was pretty well settled in. I called Grace and gave her the address. She had a half-dozen pieces of mail to send down, that I hoped held checks. The first Monday, I went into Palatka and opened a bank account and a safety deposit box. I finally got rid of all that cash I was carrying around. I took the boys with me and got some used furniture. They enjoyed helping and I enjoyed their company. Using Loretta's trailer to shower was uncomfortable for me. I felt as if I was imposing on her. With some PVC pipe and a little time I was able to put up an outside shower behind the restaurant. It looked like a cabana set up and worked out pretty good, as long as it wasn't too cold out. The boys helped me with the shower and even tried it out first.
Loretta's husband was killed on an off-shore drilling rig eight years ago. He stayed on the rig during a hurricane and things didn't go well. She got some insurance out of the deal and used it to get the restaurant started. Mabel and her seemed to get along fairly well.
Josh and Terry spent a lot of time with me. I guess they were looking for a father figure. My relationship with their mother remained strictly professional. There were a few times when I thought about her a little differently, but I didn't want to chance ruining a good thing.
It was time to check in with my daughters. Luckily they were both at Penn State, so I would only have to call once. I could tell by her voice that Rachel answered the phone.
"Hi. It's your dad. I just thought it was time to give you guys a call. Is Janet there too?"
"Janet's in class. We were wondering when you were going to call? Mom is hysterical, but also evasive. Janet and I think we need your side of the story. What the hell is going on?"
"Sorry for the screw up, honey. To start off, what is your mothers explanation of what is going on?"
"She claims that she set up a romantic anniversary diner for the two of you at a steak house. Your boss helped her make the arrangements. When you got to the restaurant, you saw them together and freaked out. She didn't get a chance to explain to you what happened. She seemed to be really upset."
"Wow. That is a great story Rachel. Unfortunately, that's just what it is, a story. Your mother had no idea I would be at that restaurant. When I showed up she was shocked and surprised. I called her inside the restaurant, before she knew I was there. She told me that she was at home doing laundry. When she found out that I was watching her from across the room, she was frantic. It was no surprise party. My boss and your mother arranged for me to be out of town, so they could get together. I caught her and she is scrambling to cover her ass."
"That makes more sense than her version. What do you want us to do, and why are you calling from Savannah?"
"I am not in Savannah, that's just where I got the phone from. Try not to be too rough on your mom, but see if you can get her to tell you the truth."
"That's it. Nothing else that we should do?"
"If you are going home for Thanksgiving, go into the den and dig out my passport, birth certificate, and the title for the Subaru. Mail them down to your Aunt Grace's place. She can make sure that I get them. Don't let your mother know and for goodness sake, don't give your mother my cell phone number. I don't want to have to change it again."
"Sorry about everything Dad. Janet and I are here for you, if you need anything."
"Thanks. Oh, by the way. I have all your tuition money, so you don't have to worry about that."
I felt better having that all taken care of, although I did not like having to tell Rachel about her mother. There was no doubt in my mind that Rachel believed what I told her. Marcie's story was interesting, and I guess the best she could do under the circumstances, but it would not hold water. I was dying to know more about the affair, but it was not worth the agony.
Things continued to go well at the Catfish House. I got the checks from Grace and also the documents the girls sent down. I would be able to get new Florida car tags when the PA tags ran out. I put my paychecks from the restaurant into my bank account, but all the other money was in the safety deposit box. The interest rates were so low that I didn't feel I was losing out on anything, and the money was safer there.
All week long I was eating at work, so on Mondays I looked forward to going out for something different. I had no trouble getting the boys to go with me. Loretta just naturally tagged along. It was my treat and although neither one of us would admit it, it was sort of a date. Chinese buffet's seemed to be the favorite, but they were all getting to like sushi, too. Sometimes we ended up driving quite a bit, but I didn't mind.
Loretta had mellowed out a lot. I had not seen her nasty side again, since that first day. At times, I thought I caught her looking at me while we were working, but she would quickly avert her eyes. I was still married, but Loretta was starting to look good.
The restaurant did a steady business, but hardly made enough to meet expenses. I was living on next to nothing. The money that Loretta paid me went into the bank. I had virtually no living expenses. A tank of gas every month and Monday night out, with the family. I have no idea why I started to think of Josh, Terry, and Loretta as family. It just happened. Mabel ate lunch at Sadie's everyday: gratis of course. You could tell she was getting a little tired of the menu. I was just an employee and the place belonged to Loretta, so I kept my mouth shut, but my eyes and ears open. Most of our clientele were local boys, who, I think, were more interested in the beer, than the catfish.
Just before Christmas I got a call from Janet.
"Dad, how is everything going?"
"Okay, I guess. I have no complaints. Is it tuition time again?"
"Next month. Just wanted to make sure you were going to be all right for the holidays."
"I'm good. I assume you and Rachel will be with your mother?"
"Yeah, but we are not looking forward to it. Especially now that we know the full story."
"Care to bring me up to date?"
"Your not going to like it, but you were right about the whole situation. Mom and Mister Torrenson were going out together for over a year. She finally admitted that it was a full, sexual relationship. She didn't want a divorce, but didn't want to stop seeing him, either. She said she was hoping to keep everything like it was forever, because it was perfect for her. The main attraction was apparently, sex. She started telling us things, and Rachel and I had to ask her to stop. We didn't want to know the details. Rachel is barely talking to Mom any more."
"You're right. I didn't want to know that. What is her relationship with Torrenson now?"
"Oh, there is none. He got fired from his job and blamed her. His wife filed for divorce, and he blamed Mom for that too. Last I heard, he moved to Chicago and didn't ask Mom to go along. Mom got a job at an insurance company answering phones. She ran out of money very quickly after you left and couldn't even pay the utility bills. She is just getting by now, but I think she is selling off her jewelry and stuff. The bank told her she didn't have to make the house payments anymore if she would sign a release. I think she is going to try and sell it instead."
"I'll send you a power of attorney form so that your mother will be able to sell the house easier. You can give it to her when you go home for Christmas."
"She will probably appreciate that. She was wondering why you hadn't filed for divorce yet."
"I am not going to. When she is ready, she will have to do it. I have no money, no job, and I am living off what I took from the bank when I left. It will run out very soon." I didn't see any reason to let my daughters or my wife know that I had a very nice stash in a Palatka bank, waiting for my day of freedom. My wife had never shown an interest in our finances, and unless she got a really good lawyer, she would never know. I figured she would go for the cheapest lawyer she could find.
"I'll let her know when we go down."
"Janet, I'm sorry I didn't get you girls anything for the holidays this year. I'll make it up to you, I promise."
"After the first of the year, let us know where you are and we can come see you on Spring Break. You can make it up to us then."
"It's a deal. Have a great Christmas."
For the last month or so, I had been forced to take my showers at Loretta's. She was always finding something else to do while I was there, so there was no opportunity for improprieties. It gets cold in Northern Florida, so I needed to use her facilities for a couple of months. I had reached the point where a little inappropriate behavior on her part would be appreciated. I was not suave enough to set something like that up. I was worried, that if did something wrong, it would piss her off. Normally when I showered, the boys were at school.
After not getting my daughters anything for Christmas, I felt guilty when I got the boy's new Game Boys, and Loretta a turquoise, concho belt. She always wore her blouses out, and I couldn't help but imagine how good she would look with the right accessories. We closed the Catfish House early on Christmas Eve and opened presents. Loretta and the boys got me a GPS for the Subaru. We pigged out on boiled shrimp and whole crawdads. It was fun for a while but the boys wanted to play with their new toys. Loretta told them to go home and not wait up. Terry winked and gave me a thumbs-up when they left. Looks like it was going to be a good holiday.
Loretta and I talked for about an hour. We avoided any mention of previous spouses. Even though I was still married, Loretta didn't seem to mind. Since I was extremely slow on the pick up, she finally took my hand and led me upstairs. Both of us had months of penned up frustration that was about to erupt.
It was a race to see which of us could get their clothes off first. Loretta had the body of a female weight lifter. She had well defined abs, like the girls on the Bowflex commercials. Instead of soft breasts, she had wonderful, firm globes. Even after having two kids, there was not a hint of sag. My fascination, with her lack of chest adornment, was unfounded. She was truly beautiful.
Although we were both naked, we found ourselves passionately kissing. I had no idea what to do with my hands while this was going on. She was prone on her back, when I started lavishing kisses on every inch of her body. I didn't want to miss a spot. I worked my way down until I came to the full, dark bush. I thought all girls, nowadays, shaved down there, and I was pleasantly surprised to find out that Loretta wasn't like most girls. She spread her legs and let me get closer. Before I knew it, she had her hands on both sides of my head, in a death grip. I knew now, that I was obligated to finish what I had started. I alternated between licking and sucking; trying to determine which action got the best response. I was never able to arrive at a conclusion. She shuddered and squeezed my head, as she had several orgasms. I assume it was only one, but I really couldn't tell for sure. My face, and her pubic hair, were covered with sticky, sweet moisture. She was covered with sweat, despite the chill in the room. Loretta never let go of my head. She pulled me up, like I was a rag doll, and our lips met again. I don't consciously remember how it happened, but somehow, my long deprived pecker ended up deep inside the hard bodied, goddess beneath me. Her legs instantly wrapped around my waist and again I found myself in her powerful grip. It only took a few seconds until her body was shaking in ecstasy. She came at least three times before I could hold back no longer. It was sweet relief as I unloaded my seed into her.
Our two sweat-covered bodies lay side-by-side, not noticing the lack of heat in the room. I reached over her and pulled a light blanket on top of us. Loretta made a slight purring noise to show her appreciation.
The sun was coming through the window as I felt my amazon maiden manipulating my private parts. As I opened my eyes, she smiled and took my member in her mouth. It was hard in no time, enjoying a long-missed pleasure. I had expected her to mount me as soon as I stiffened up, but she had other ideas. She continued bobbing her head up and down until I could stand it no more. With every stroke she went deeper, until her lips were buried in my pubes. I was in doubt as to what action to take at the time of eruption. Remembering her lead the night before, I put my hands on her head and gently pushed down as I blew my seed into her warm mouth. She let out a small cough and then quickly swallowed.
We cuddled for a few minutes under the blanket, and she looked up and said: "Merry Christmas, John Wilson."
Hearing the boys downstairs, Loretta jumped out of bed and started dressing. By the time I got down, the boys were already eating breakfast. Terry gave me a big grin and another thumbs-up sign. I don't think Josh had a clue what was going on. I ate with the boys while their mom went home to take a shower. I had a terrible thought about that time, concerning birth control.
Sex between Loretta and I became a regular thing after that. She didn't usually stay over night, but it was nice occasionally. I think Terry explained the facts of life to Josh shortly after the holidays. Both of the boys seemed all right with the arrangement.
Grace forwarded divorce papers after the first of the year. Marcie included a small note thanking me for the power of attorney and informing me that she had an offer on the house. The divorce was simple and to the point. I was responsible for the girls school tuition and that was about it. I signed it, and mailed it back to Marcie's lawyer. I realized that I gave away my secret location, but I no longer cared.
Loretta asked me if I had any ideas about the restaurant menu. She more or less gave me carte blanche to change whatever I wanted to. I was hesitant about asking her if I could do it, but I appreciated her confidence in me, when she suggested it.
The seafood wholesaler was more than happy to add a few bags of frozen whitefish portions to our weekly delivery of catfish. Terry was excited about learning how to do "fish 'n' chips". Of course, it was only the American version of a British staple. Loretta and I ran everything during the school year. Business was slow, but steady, so we could handle it with no trouble. Neither one of us had anticipated the consequences of increased business.
During the weekends, I coerced the boys into painting. My standards were not too high, so I was pretty happy with whatever they did. The whole place belonged to Loretta, but I got the feeling she wanted me to take over more of the operation. At first I just suggested things, but as time when on she seemed relieved when I just made the decisions on my own. She never criticized or complained about anything I did. I had never been interested in running a business like this, however, it seemed to be becoming my destiny. I apologize if that sounds a little deep.
Clyde caught the fever and even repainted the gas station. A quick call to his distributor got him shiny new signs and even some new pumps, which took credit cards. After he got it cleaned up, a salesman talked him into installing some racks selling all sorts of tourist stuff. It was at no cost to Clyde, and he got a cut of everything that was sold. It made the place look a little less low class.
Terry turned sixteen and got his learners permit. I got a big kick out of teaching him how to drive the Outback. I think Loretta was relieved that she didn't have to do it. In two years, it would be Josh's turn.
A good old boy, from near Moss Bluff showed up one day with a freezer full of gator tail meat in the back of a pick up. He spent thirty minutes trying to convince me of the nutritional merits of eating reptile. He knew the subject matter pretty good but he was a terrible salesman. I tried to look as if I was interested, so that I wouldn't hurt his feelings. He also had some frozen cooter in the truck. I got the feeling that he didn't feel things were going too well, when he made a smart move.
"I'll leave you ten pounds of gator tail and ten pounds of turtle for you to try out, free of charge. I'll be back in a week to see how things go. Would that be Okay with you Mister?"
He completely caught me by surprise. Here I was being cocky and he hit me with a zinger. "Sure, I'd be glad to give it a try. Any preparation suggestions?"
"Most people just like to flatten it, bread it, and fry it."
"If I decide I like it, how much is this going to cost me?"
He reached into the truck and handed me a green sheet of paper with prices, phone numbers, and state permit numbers to sell the gator and the snapping turtle meat. Depending on the portions I served, it would be possible to make a nice profit with what he had, if I could sell it.
"Thank you, Mister Coletta. I'd be glad to give it a shot. I'll see you in a week." His name, phone number, and address were on the top of the sheet.
The "fish 'n' chips" part of the menu went over very well. At first, we only had it at the evening meal, when Terry was available, but ended up having it all day. The gator and cooter were gone before the end of the week and I had to call Tom Coletta to get some more. The most popular dish turned out to be a combo platter with gator, cooter, and catfish. Business was picking up faster than we had anticipated. Loretta and I usually washed the dishes after the meal times. We had enough china to take care of the normal traffic. With the increase in customers, we found ourselves running out of clean dishes. That's when we hired Hector.
Hector didn't speak much English, but he did know how to wash dishes and never complained. He rode a bicycle to the restaurant everyday and worked both lunch and supper. I have no idea where he lived.
When Tom Coletta delivered the gator and cooter, the next Saturday, he brought a young girl with him. Terry was more than eager to help carry the bags of frozen meat from the truck. Loretta and I noticed that he didn't take his eyes off the girl, and actually ended up tripping at one point. She looked to be Terry's age, maybe a little older. Loretta seemed happy about the whole little scene, and at supper that night we all got to tease him about it.



The end of February brought several surprises. We had just opened and I was starting up the fryers when Loretta came back to the kitchen.
"Surprise John. You have a visitor. Your wife is here." Loretta said that with absolutely no expression at all. I couldn't tell if she was sad, happy, worried, or what. With a deep sigh, I walked out to the dining room to see Marcie for the first time in many months. She was beautiful, as always. Her hair and makeup was perfect, and the outfit she had on, accentuated her figure. Loretta stayed in the kitchen.
"Hi John. You're a hard man to find. You look good."
"You look good yourself. I wasn't expecting to see you. Is there some special reason for this visit?" I could tell that she was nervous. She was biting her lower lip and shifting her feet back and forth.
"I just wanted to give you your copy of the final divorce decree. It went through faster than normal, and I thought you would like to have it as soon as possible." She handed me a folded document, which I didn't bother to open up.
"The house was sold and settled, so I brought a check for half of the money. It's only twenty three thousand. I didn't know the realtor's commission would be so high." She handed me the cashiers check that I noticed had my name on it. I took the check from her and signed the back of it. When I handed it back to her, she gave me a quizzical look.
"I don't need the money, Marcie. You keep it. It will help you get started. Just curious, what are your plans?"
"I sold everything, but my clothes. I am on my way to stay with my sister in Dallas. She has a job lined up for me at the same place where she works. The girls have promised to come down and visit next summer."
"I hope everything works out for you."
"Do you have any questions or anything you want to discuss before I go?"
"No, not really. I'm good. I don't need to know, or want to know any more than I do now. In fact, just having you here is more that I can handle. Thanks for dropping off the papers. Excuse me, now. I have to get back to work. The lunch crowd will be here soon." I turned and walked into the kitchen, without looking back. I was trying not to be rude, but I didn't want to be with her any longer than I had to. Many people will say I was cold, but I don't care. There is nothing I could do to her that would make up for what she did to me.
Loretta was standing in the kitchen, looking out over the river. There was still no expression on her face. I walked to the end of the room and looked out over the parking lot. Marcie had just gotten into her car, and was sitting in the drivers seat, crying. A minute later she was gone, and I would never see her again.
"I am sorry Loretta. I didn't know she would show up here. I don't even know how she found me."
"I know it's none of my business, but what did she want?"
"She gave me my copy of the final divorce decree. She is free now."
"What about you?"
"I am not so lucky. I got myself trapped again, by a beautiful Cajun queen. I guess I am just a sucker for fabulous women."
"I don't see no ring on your finger."
"How about tomorrow?"
At last I got a response. She had a big grin on her face as she wrapped her arms around my neck. After several minutes of passionate kissing she pulled back, and looked at me.
"Do you remember our Christmas Eve together?"
"Of course. How could I ever forget?"
"Well, congratulations, you are going to be a daddy."
We were married the next day, and I moved out of the storeroom. The boys were as happy as I was.
Mabel stopped coming over to the restaurant to eat. Loretta would take a light meal or soup over to her trailer after the rush cleared out. Clyde sat down with Loretta and I, and told us it was time for her to go to an assisted living facility. In order to get into one, she had to sell the marina complex. It really wasn't a marina at this point, but we didn't know what to call it. Mabel was still lucid and sharp as a whip. I didn't say anything to Loretta when Mabel and I started negotiating. It took most of the money I had stashed away, but I ended up buying the whole operation from Mabel, including the trailers. The only concession I had to make was concerning Clyde. I agreed to let him operate the gas station and boat slips. I would pay him a salary, plus free lodging in his trailer. It was a good deal for me because the station was taking in more than his salary would be.
I installed a dishwasher in the kitchen. That made Hector very happy. We hired a waitress to help Loretta out, hoping to have her trained by the time Loretta was due. The waitress was a single mom with two kids. She was ecstatic when we offered to rent her the empty trailer at a reasonable rate.
Epilogue: As the year went on, the marina blossomed. Business got better than we ever expected. We added boat-run shrimp, peel and eat platters, for the women customers. Before the summer was over, there we had a dozen, full- time boats in the new slips, and a waiting list for any new slots that opened up. Money was no problem, just time. I was happy and content. Terry had a steady relationship going with Tom Coletta's daughter, Tracy. The Outback was gone every chance he got. Josh ended up working with Clyde. He asked his mom if he could take over the gas station when Clyde retired. We were not aware Clyde was planning on retiring and were pretty sure that was a couple of years away. Terry wanted to stay with the restaurant.
After spending a few days with their mother, Janet and Rachel came and spent the rest of the summer helping out. They stayed in the storeroom, and thought it was a hoot. They never mentioned their mother. Loretta got along great with my daughters.
They say that the father's genes determine the sex of the baby. Loretta had a baby girl that September. We named her Mabel.
When our first wedding anniversary came around, Loretta asked me where I wanted to go, to celebrate.
I said, "Any place but a steak house."
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It was the middle of the week and the house was empty again. My wife, Darcy, and my twin daughters were not home, as usual. I don't think it is unreasonable for a man to expect his family to be home when he arrives. It wasn't always this way. Until six months ago I could count on a warm welcome and a nice supper. Not any more. Something changed and I am not sure it is for the better.
Darcy and I had been married for six years. We met in high school, and had the wedding right after I finished college. I had never been with another girl. Darcy was normal in every way, and I felt comfortable being married to her. She had brown hair, brown eyes, a nice figure, and normal breasts. She didn't stand out; just blended in. Because of this, I never had any reason to doubt her fidelity. Maybe that is the reason I should have.
We had two beautiful, four year old, twin daughters: Janet and Janice. I loved them dearly but Darcy didn't seem to feel the same way. She didn't enjoy the childbirth and insisted that I get fixed immediately afterwards. For the first few years, she would look forward to my getting home, so that I could look after the twins. Then we met Bill and Emily.
Emily Mercer could not have children of her own and would volunteer to baby sit every chance she got. Darcy was elated. She could get out of the house and go shopping, or take care of other personal things, any time she wanted. I swear that within three months time, the twins were spending more time with "Auntie" Em, than they were with their own mother. Quite often, the four of them would go out together, but usually, Emily would watch the girls while Darcy was running around.
Lately, I started to wonder exactly what the running around was, that Darcy was doing. It didn't seem to be necessary to be gone that often, to support a normal household.
Overall, I was happy with my life. I had a comfortable job, a nice home, a late model car, and a picture perfect family. Darcy and I would go out occasionally, while Bill and Emily baby-sat the twins. On weekends, the four of us would get together to play cards or have a Bar-B-Q. I liked Bill and enjoyed his company. I wasn't sure of Emily, but Darcy seemed to love her.
My concern about how my wife spent her free time was not deep enough to cause me to look into things. I just sort of made a mental note of it and moved on. It was a Tuesday morning, when things got interesting.
I parked my BMW in my reserved spot at work. I was high enough on the food chain to get a parking spot, but not a good one. It was at the end of the lot and on a slant, but better than no slot at all. A level parking lot in our town was rare. Why the founding fathers choose a place as hilly as this, to build a city on, always baffled me? I was only at work for about an hour, when I had to go out on a call. I think the crappy parking spot saved my life.
It hadn't rained it several days, but there was a wet spot on the ground by my front wheel. Normally I wouldn't have had a second thought about it, but not today. It was running across the asphalt in small, shiny, rivulets. There was a metallic shine to the liquid, and I felt forced to touch it, with my finger. It was not water. The BMW was less than a year old and I could not imagine that anything had broken. I definitely did not want to drive it. Twenty minutes later, a mechanic was on his back looking under my car.
"I am sorry Mister Evans, but I am going to have to report this to the police."
"A broken brake line has to be reported to the police? Sorry, but that doesn't make sense."
"I am not an expert at this stuff, but that line didn't break or come loose. It was tampered with."
"You mean it was cut?"
"No, it wasn't cut. It looks like if was filed or sanded down with something. Things like that don't happen by accident to metal flex lines. This was done on purpose. Don't touch anything and let the cops handle it."
"How far could I have gone?"
"Two blocks at the most, and the whole system would have been emptied. With the hills in this town, you would have had a hell of a ride and a nasty stop. Let's leave this and go to the shop. I can give you a loner until the police are done with it."
By the time I left work, the BMW was not there
I finished the day using the free rental car, and got home at my normal time. Darcy was home and seemed surprised to see me.
"Hi honey. Did you have a good day? Where is your car? Why are you driving a Ford?"
Something seemed suspicious. Why did she choose today to stay at home? Was she waiting for a phone call? I noticed that she didn't have supper ready. I got the feeling that she wasn't expecting me to come home at all. Even the twins were there to greet me.
"The Beemer was due for a thirty thousand mile check up. They won't be able to get to it until tomorrow. What is for supper? I don't smell anything." I saw no reason to tell her about the brake line.
Darcy was stammering around a little. "I thought we could order in tonight, and wanted to wait to see what you were hungry for."
"Pizza is fine. I am going up to take a shower."
Before I got under the water, I could hear Darcy talking to someone on the phone. Things were getting interesting.
I had an early visitor the next day at work.
"Robert Evans, I am Lieutenant Daniel Greene. Do you have a minute?"
"Of course. Is this about the car?" Daniel Greene was a large man but not fat. He had close-cropped hair and wire framed glasses. Except for the rosy glow to his skin, he seemed to reek of efficiency.
"We are done with the car Mister Evans, and you can pick it up at the shop, any time. Your mechanic was putting a new brake line on as we were leaving. We have a few questions, if you don't mind?"
"Am I suspected of something?"
"No, of course not. But we do suspect something fishy is going on. Have you had any arguments or disagreements with anyone lately? Is anyone mad at you or holding a grudge?"
"Not that I know off. Was that mechanic right? Is someone setting me up? Could I have been killed?"
"Well Mister Evans, someone was definitely hoping to cause you bodily harm and maybe death. It was strictly an amateur job, however, I don't think you would have been killed, although it is possible. Whomever did it, didn't bother to turn off your air bags. That car has front and side bags. Unless you were going at a high rate of speed, I don't think you would have been killed. However, that's not the point. Just because they didn't know what they were doing, doesn't mean they were not trying to kill you."
"Damn, that is reassuring. I guess if someone is trying to kill you, it is best if they are incompetent. Instead of dying, I could just be maimed for life. Great. What do we do now?"
"Take my card. If anything comes to mind give me a call. In the mean time, be careful. I'd bet my next paycheck that they are going to try again."
"That's encouraging as hell. I'll definitely think on it."
As he walked out the door, Lieutenant Greene stopped and turned. "By the way, how is your married life?" I didn't answer and I don't think he was expecting me to.
I left work shortly thereafter and went home. The house was empty. We had a small room that was used as an office of sorts. It had our home computer, a desk, and a small filing cabinet. I sat at the desk for several minutes with a cold Fosters, trying to figure out what to do. It is disturbing to say the least, to know that someone wants you dead. I am a good guy. I never screwed over anyone. Why would anyone wish for my demise? I thought my marriage was good. Darcy never really complained about anything. I gave her a nice house, a good car, a batch of credit cards, and two beautiful children. What else could she want?
Darcy took care of all the household bills. She took care of the checkbook. She paid the utilities, car payments, mortgages, credit cards, and insurance policies. Insurance? Insurance? Just on a whim I pulled the insurance folder.
Like most young couples, we were terribly under insured. When you are young, you don't think about the possibility of death. I had a small insurance policy, thorugh work, for $50,000. Other than that, the only coverage I had was the home mortgage insurance that Darcy insisted on. If I died, the house would be hers, free and clear. It was cheap, because I was still young, so I had it added to the mortgage payment.
I never went into the file cabinet or the checkbook. Darcy knew that, and it turned out to be her mistake. She was meticulous. Her bank account always was right, to the penny. She always knew where every file and receipt was.
The mortgage payment included the cost for the homeowners insurance, so there was never a receipt for that. My insurance from work was a payroll deduction. Why were there two receipts for $150 each, in the same month, made out to Republic National Insurance?
I never dealt with that company, and I had no knowledge of any insurance policies with them. I put the receipts in my pocket and kept looking. Nothing else unusual came up.
Darcy kept papers on everything. It was a compulsive thing with her. I felt that this was something, that I was not supposed to know about, but she was not able to help herself. She had to keep the proof of the payment, to satisfy her compulsion.
I called the Mercer house. Emily had the kids and said Darcy was shopping. She was friendly but evasive. I called Darcy's cell phone but it was turned off. Interesting. I decided to go for lunch and then do some investigating.
"Robert Evans, fancy seeing you here. What can I do for you?"
The lady behind the customer service desk at Republican National Insurance was Debbie Martin, or at least that was her name when we went to high school together. She had her own private office, and the desk nameplate said D. Reynolds. I remembered her because she was the only girl who ever asked me out. Although everyone knew that Darcy and I were a couple, she asked anyway, just in case. Of course I turned her down. Her hair was cropped very close with an auburn tint. She had a good tan and her make-up was perfect.
"Well how are you Debbie? Haven't seen you since high school, and we live in the same town."
"Well and kicking. It's good to see you again. Sorry to hear about your marriage."
Now she really got my attention. What was she sorry to hear about? I had a strong feeling that something was going on, and this random comment by a woman I had not seen in several years just intensified it. I could not, and did not reply to what Debbie had just said. She picked up on this immediately.
"Oh shit. I'm sorry as hell. Forget I said anything Bob. I was way out of line. Sometimes my mouth gets away from me." Debbie was tripping all over herself trying to undo what could not be undone. She said it and I remembered it.
I finally broke the awkward point by asking the question I came to find the answer for. "Can you tell me what these receipts are for?"
She took them from my hand and seemed relieved that I had chosen not to pursue the previous discussion. After a few clicks on the keyboard she sighed, and gave me a pathetic look.
"Bob, I hate to say this, but it seems as if this reunion is going downhill at a rapid rate." I didn't reply. She clicked a few more keys and then leaned back in her chair.
"Do you know a man named Phillip Chase?"
"No, can't say that I do. Is there some reason I should know him?"
Debbie reached around and rummaged though some magazines on the credenza on the side of her desk. She made her selection and opened it. "That's Phillip Chase. Have you ever seen him before?"
"Yes, as a matter of fact I have. He was at a Bar-B-Q that my neighbors gave about six months ago. I remember him quite well, because I felt he was paying too much attention to my wife. I even remember commenting about it to Darcy, at the time. What does he have to do with this?"
Debbie got up and closed her office door. After returning to her desk, she leaned forward and looked straight into my eyes. Her friendly demeanor had turned serious. It was obvious that she didn't want to say what had to be said.
"Darcy has been having lunch with Phillip Chase a couple times a week for the last three months. Sometimes they are long lunches. Phillip has dropped a few remarks to his co-workers, that they are planning to be married in the near future. Nobody else in the company knows Darcy, except me. I knew she was married, and I knew it was to you. That's why I mis-spoke when I first saw you. I assumed that this was something you knew about, and that you were here to settle some insurance questions related to a pending divorce. I apologize for being insensitive."
"Do you know this guy?"
"We work in the same building and for the same company. I always thought he was an asshole, and never understood what Darcy saw in him, especially since she had you."
I found the last part of that comment to be interesting.
"What were the receipts for?"
"Technically, you should know. About a month ago you took out two quarter million dollar, term, life insurance policies. This was the initial payment on those policies. That is the maximum amount you could get on those policies, without a physical. Both policies are double indemnity in case of accidental death. That's a cool million dollars. From the look on your face I am guessing you knew nothing about this."
"Just curious. Who was the agent that wrote these policies for me?"
Debbie glanced at the screen quickly. "Surprise, surprise. It was your favorite insurance man, Phillip Chase."
"I assume, I had to sign something at sometime?"
Debbie turned the screen so that we could both see it, and then paged to both documents. The signature looked like mine and amazingly enough, in both places were exactly the same, as if it were a copy or some type of facsimile.
We both sat and looked at each other. She was waiting for me to say something and I didn't know what to say. Finally, I reached into my coat pocket and slid Daniel Greene's card across to her.
"Can you call this guy and explain to him what is going on? I am afraid if I do it, some of the credibility will be lost."
Debbie looked at the card and back at me." Something else is going on here, isn't it Bob?"
"Yeah, I am afraid so." As I got up to leave, she asked one last question. "Am I going to see you again?"
I thought about the question a long time. I guess it was only a fraction of a second in real time, but it went deeper in my mind.
"Professionally or socially?"
"Either."
I gestured to the nameplate on her desk. "What about Mister Reynolds?"
"He is long gone."
We were both smiling as I walked out the door.
It was still early in the afternoon when I arrived at the empty house. I plopped myself down in my comfy chair, with a longneck, and thought about the situation, and the afternoon. It became clear that Darcy met Phillip at the party the Mercers gave. Where did they know Phillip from, and why did they invite him? How come I never saw him at any functions or parties after that? How did Darcy and Phillip become so close in such a short time? How close were they? It seemed like there were more questions than answers at this point. I decided to switch to coffee, when the doorbell rang. Things would get a little clearer now.
It was a messenger envelope, addressed to Darcy and marked "personal." After a bit of squabbling, the delivery guy let me sign for it.
It was one of those envelopes that could not be opened without totally destroying it. I sat at the kitchen table with the envelope and a new cup of coffee.
A razor blade and a bottle of rubber cement was all I need to solve the envelope problem. The contents of the envelope are what really bothered me. After a quick glance, at the legal-sized document, I went into the den and fired up the computer and the scanner. Five minutes later, Detective Greene had a copy of the document on his e-mail. I am sure that information obtained this way, does not conform to all the complex legal requirements nowadays, but I just waited him to have the information.
The document was full of complicated legal terms, and came from a law firm, about fifty miles from home. It was a legal agreement for William and Emily Mercer to adopt the twins. Darcy relinquished all parental rights to the girls, and gave them to the Mercers, lock, stock, and barrel. Nowhere in the document was my name or any reference to me at all. It was as if I didn't exist. A lot of things became clearer now. I was now sure that I had to be a little more careful about having accidents.
I left Darcy a note saying that I had to go out of town for a few days, on business. I was sure she would see it, because it was on top of her specially delivered envelope. I checked one last time to be certain that there was no indication it had been opened. I was looking forward to a few nights in a motel.
Daniel Greene was waiting for me when I arrived at work the next day. He was all smiles.
"I like it when things come together."
"I hope I was at least a little helpful."
"It really helped when we were able to put a name to the finger prints we found, on your car fender. I just wanted to let you know that we are planning on bringing in all four people for questioning this morning. We don't think Bill Mercer is involved, but have to question him, to make sure. You might want to arrange to have someone to sit with your daughters, if it becomes necessary. My officers hate to baby sit."
"I wasn't actually hurt. What can you charge them with?"
"Your wife and Mister Chase will be charged with conspiracy to commit murder. Emily Mercer will probably be charged as an accessory to the same charge. They won't do a lot of time, but it might have saved your life. That is important to me, and worth the effort."
"Can your people bring my daughters here to the office?"
"I don't see that to be a problem."
About thirty minutes after detective Greene left, Debbie Reynolds showed up at my office.
"Hi Bob. I hope you don't mind an unannounced visit. Your police lieutenant suggested that you might need a sitter for your girls. I took the rest of the day off, just in case. I also wanted to let you know, that you are now officially under-insured. I voided out your two double indemnity policies. You really should consider getting more life insurance."
I was glad to see Debbie and welcomed the frivolity she brought with her.
"I'm glad you came. The girls probably won't be here for a while, so you can tell me all about the mysterious Mister Reynolds."
The twins didn't show up for another hour. Debbie had plenty of time to tell me about her disastrous marriage. She also told me about several attempts she made to split up Darcy and me, while we were still in high school. Of course I was oblivious to it all, but apparently Darcy was aware of her attempts.
Debbie got along with the girls even better than Emily did. In a matter of minutes, I was totally out of the picture. They were a handful at their age, so I was relieved to have the help. Two hours later I got a call from Darcy.
"Robert. I am in trouble. There has been a big mistake, and I need you to come down to the police station and post my bail."
"Post bail? Post bail for what? What were you arrested for?"
"It's complicated, Bob. I'll explain it when you get here. Can you get here soon?"
"Gee Darcy. I am sort of stuck here at the office. I'll call your parents. I am sure they will be able to help you out."
"No Bob. Don't call my parents. They won't understand. You have to come down here. Please hurry." I didn't respond. "Bob? Are you there, Bob? What is wrong? Are you coming down?"
"No Darcy, I am not coming down. I'll call your parents for you. Good bye." She was still pleading, as I hung up the phone.



Darcy's parents insisted on knowing what she was in jail for, and I repeatedly refused to answer them. Reluctantly, they finally agreed to go get her. I told them to take her to their house, and I would have her things sent over as soon as possible. I got the feeling they understood that it was a domestic problem.
Debbie volunteered to take the girls to Chucky Cheese, while I went home to pack up Darcy's things. I packed fast and put the bags and boxes on the front porch, as they were filled. Just as I was finishing up, Darcy and her parents arrived. Darcy was crying and stayed in the car with her mother, as her father and I loaded her things in the trunk. It only took a few minutes. Darcy's father shook my hand and said he and his wife were sorry for the trouble Darcy had caused. It was short, but sincere. I appreciated it.
Phillip Chase skipped bail, but wasn't gone too long. Darcy was more than willing to exchange knowledge of his where-abouts for a reduced sentence. Bill Mercer had no idea what Emily and Darcy were up to. He never knew that Emily had fixed Darcy up with Chase. Bill was not charged with anything. Emily got a two-year sentence, and will probably be out in one. Bill filed for divorce.
Darcy got three to five years for conspiracy to commit murder. She will probably be out in two. Apparently, Phillip and Darcy were going to go to Europe with the money from the insurance and sale of the house. Phillip ended up with five to eight years. My divorce will be final in two more months.
The twins will be starting school this year, and I will have to hire a full time nanny. My relationship with Debbie is slowly getting stronger. She has mentioned that she is willing to quit work and become a full time mom and wife, if I am willing. I guess I should have gone to the prom with her.
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I really hated the gatherings at the county club every few weeks. It seems like they had a million excuses to justify some sort of frivolous party so that a bunch of rich people could get together and take ego trips. My wife, Sandra, loved to go and seemed to look forward to them. Unfortunately, the last year or so she started drinking too much and sometimes ended up embarrassing herself or me. Sandra and I had been married for twenty-four years. We had three children; all in college. I met my wife when I was getting my MBA and we seemed to hit it off from the start. Things started cooling down between us about ten years ago, and I assumed it was natural. I would have appreciated a little more affection and a little more sex, but hated to push it. I pretty much resigned myself to the fact that the rest of my life would be less than romantic.
I had a good job and made good money, in fact it was great. Putting three kids through college took a big chunk out of the budget and savings, but we were still well off. Of course, Sandra didn't have to work and didn't want to. Her time was spent doing community work and social activities. My income was necessary to support that. She still looked good for her age. I think a lot of that was a result of many trips to the spa and beauty salon.
I was sort of average; a little bulge around the middle and a little gray on the temples. I dressed well because of my job and my wife's love of shopping. I was good at my job but not really happy. I was ready to try something new, something that I would enjoy, and not have to worry about how much it paid. I also wanted to move somewhere else. The house was way too large for the two of us and I hated the cost and time involved in keeping it up. My wife would not even consider discussing such ridiculous ideas. She wanted her big house, countyclub, and wealthy friends.
At one such gathering, I wandered around the club joining in little conversations here and there about stupid things. The night was getting old and I was nursing my last drink for an hour or so. Sandra, on the other hand, was just getting up to steam. It appeared that she had been drinking a little more than usual and it was showing. Eight or ten of the local dowagers were sitting together having a cat chat as I walked up. The conversation seemed to be about sex. That was my signal to turn the other way. As I turned to exit the room, I heard my wife in a louder than normal voice,
"Hell, if it wasn't for Todd Mitchell, I would never have had any good sex in my lifetime."
The group grew suddenly quiet. Some of the ladies had noticed me standing close by. As if clued by the lack of laughter, Sandra turned and saw me. The excess alcohol was definitely having an effect on her judgment.
"Robert, I didn't know you were standing there. You were not supposed to hear that darling. I'm sorry, my bad." She followed that up with a few drunken giggles, like a little girl.
The ladies sitting in the immediate area did not know how to react. A few of them walked away quietly and the rest just sat without talking. Sandra was looking at me with a silly smirk on her face like she just did something mischievous.
I placed my glass on a nearby table, and slowly left the room and the club. I didn't go home. I went to the airport and thirty minutes later was on a commuter flight to Reno. I liked Reno far better than Las Vegas.
My relationship with Sandra now became a lot clearer. I was able to understand things that had eluded me before. A weekend in Reno would help clarify a few more things. I turned my cell phone off.
I had no trouble getting a room at one of the casinos. I opened an account for twenty thousand dollars and the comp room quickly followed. Interesting thing about the casino accounts: since they are not banks, they are not under federal regulations, and no reports are required to the government. If you win big bucks on a slot or at Keno it must be reported, but anything you deposit in your account is not traceable. I was not really interested in gambling of any type, but I did like their banking set up. By the time I woke up it was noon on Saturday.
I was analyzing my situation over a burger and fries. I liked Reno. The climate was comfortable because of the high altitude. Because of the gaming, there were a lot of other reasonable services available close by. I had to take a walk down by the Truckee to pay my respects to all the broken marriages. I wasn't planning on a Reno divorce, but I might like to add my ring to the riverbed at a later date. Going back to the hotel/casino, I passed a realtor's office with lots of pictures in the front display window. All of a sudden, a condo in Reno started to make sense. After an hour in the office and two hours driving around, I found a small, furnished unit that I really liked. The trouble was, I couldn't buy it while I was married. Luckily, I was able to swing a discrete, lease-to-buy agreement with a big deposit. The big deposit was my idea and the seller loved it.
One of the best decisions I made, early in my marriage, was to manage and control the family finances myself. Sandra did not have a knack for figures or banking. She was more than happy to let me pay the bills as long as she could spend the money. I treated myself to a beautiful sushi supper that evening. Before going to bed, I deposited another ten thousand dollars, from my Visa card, into the casino fund. I hated paying the cash advance fee, but figured in this case, it was worth it.
I was up bright and early the next morning and was able to catch breakfast in the casino restaurant. Eggs, bacon, hash browns, and toast hit the spot. I was trying to kill time with my second cup of coffee when I noticed my waitress had a big shiner. She was trying to hide it by combing her hair forward but it wasn't working. She was a nice looking girl in her mid-forties. I watched her flit from table to table, doing her best to keep everyone happy. I got the feeling that this was something new to her, because she was trying too hard. An experienced waitress would have been a little smoother and more confident. She seemed determined to do a good job and I admired that.
"Your name tag says Donna. Is that your real name?"
"No. My name is Dora, but Donna was the closest tag they had."
"Well Dora, I will have one more cup of coffee and I promise to leave a big tip if you tell me about the black eye."
"Why don't I pour you a refill and you can leave a smaller tip and I'll ignore your question?"
"Fair enough. It was rude of me to pry."
I already had the key to the condo, so I decided to get a few things to set up housekeeping. First stop was down the street at the Silver Spur used car lot. I grabbed a Focus sedan with more miles on it than I care to mention. It wouldn't be too good for a long trip, but OK to run around in. I guess I could have rented, but I was planning on coming back on a regular basis for awhile. For a couple hundred dollars, I was able to get all I needed to live comfortably, including a few changes of clothes. The rest of the day, I spent opening accounts at several casinos. I wrote checks made out to the place I was at. The money went into my account and disappeared. No audit trail. By the end of the day I had deposited sixty thousand dollars at four different casinos. I got a small spiral notebook I could carry in my pocket and entered the amounts, date, and casino name. This was a chronological record of the money I lost gambling over the weekend. Of course I hadn't bet a dime, but who was going to challenge me. Everyone knew I was a lousy Poker player, so any losses I had at roulette, craps, or blackjack would be believable. I had six months to come up with the down payment for the condo. That should be no problem.
I totally forgot about lunch, so by the time supper rolled around, I was starved. The easiest place to go was where I had breakfast. As luck would have it, Dora was my waitress.
"Why are you still here? Looks like a long day."
"I have to work double shifts to get by. I didn't think rent would be so high here. What would you like to drink?"
It was better not to be too nosey. I ordered my meal and tried to be a good boy for the rest of the time. When I finished, she brought my check and stopped for a moment. "I'm sorry for being so short with you this morning. I am having a hard time getting used to being here, and I am a little self conscious about the eye. It was a parting present from my husband, when I told him I was coming here to get a divorce. It's not the first one, but I hope it will be the last. Thanks for the nice tip at breakfast, by the way. It helps."
She smiled as she walked away, but it was a sad smile. I thought about her the rest of the night. That night, I concluded that there was not much more I could do right way. I had to get home to take care of a few things before I could set up anything else here. I had no trouble getting a flight lined up for the return trip, but was unsure what I was going to do when I got there.
Dora was working the next morning and I was able to get one of her tables. I stopped her when she dropped off the check, after the meal.
"I have a small problem and I was wondering if you could help me out? I have to leave today, and won't be back for a week or so. I need someone to house sit for me. It's a two-bedroom condo, so you wouldn't have to worry about any living conflicts. Could you possible help me out? It will be for at least a couple months."
"Are you serious? No strings attached?"
"I hate to leave the place alone. Ninety percent of the time it will be just you, and when I am here, I will stay out of your way. Promise."
I really didn't care if somebody broke in and cleaned the place out. There wasn't that much to lose. I couldn't let Dora know that.
"Ok. Is it within walking distance of the diner?"
"It is pretty close, but I am leaving you my car also. Make sure it always has gas for when I come back. I will call you ahead of time. There is a machine on the phone."
Dora just stood and looked at me. I think she was afraid that it was a set-up. I didn't have time to convince her otherwise.
"Here is the condo key and the car key. The car is parked at the condo. It is a dark blue, Ford Focus. Here is the address for the condo. If you don't feel comfortable about it, don't go. I will pick up the keys when I come back next Friday." I wrote the address on a napkin and handed it to her.
She took the napkin and keys and just looked at me." Dora, don't worry about it. If you do, it's fine. If you decide not to, it's still fine."
An hour later, I was on my flight home. I would have rather stayed in Reno. After picking up my car at the long-term lot, I drove by the house. Sandra's car was gone, so I decided to get a few things for the rest of the week. I loaded the car with underwear, clothes, shoes and my laptop. It took less than ten minutes. I also got my passport and birth certificate. The company had several kitchenette type units on consignment. My position authorized me to use one of them as I saw fit. I reserved it for the next two weeks. I put the laptop battery on the charger, and then called my eldest son, Jason. I told him that his mother and I were having some domestic problems and I would be tied up for a while. I ask him to explain it to his sisters, and tell them not to worry. All three of them were at Auburn. I got a group discount, but still had to pay out-of-state tuition. At least I could afford it. I hung up, put the cell phone on a charger, and hit the shower. The only thing I got to eat on the plane was a bag of peanuts. I was looking forward to a nice supper.
Monday was a busy day. Before doing anything else I went to the bank and got a second mortgage on the house: a big one. I now owed more on the house than it was worth. By the end of this month, that would change. I contacted Auburn, directly from the bank, and we reached an agreement on prepaid tuition for the kids. The bank wired two hundred and forty thousand dollars directly to the school. That left me with a cashier's check for just over two hundred thousand, to take to Reno. I cashed in two CD's, and paid the penalty, and closed out the Money Market Account. I decided to leave the credit cards alone until the end of the month. By that time I was late for work.
My faithful secretary was waiting with black coffee and a silly grin.
"Good morning Mister Terrell. Are you going to tell me about what happened at the county club Friday, or am I going to have to believe all the rumors?"
"Emily, the rumors are all true. Anything else you need to know?"
Without blinking an eye, she responded, "What do you want me to do, to help?"
"Get me everything you can on Todd Mitchell. I think he used to work here, but I am not sure. Arrange to have all my scheduled work done by some of the staff and don't give them a reason why. Any appointments or meetings I have set up should be shifted also. Any questions so far?"
I got a big smile and a thumbs-up from Emily as she left the office.
I had originally figured it would take me several weeks to arrange my affairs, but now I see that it could all be done in a week. I called my lawyer and arranged an immediate appointment. On the way out, I informed Emily that I was not taking or responding to any phone calls from my wife. Security was not to allow her in the building.
Jerry Proctor was a friend of mine from college. We liked each other, but Jerry never did like Sandra. I figured he would be the perfect guy to handle my divorce.
"I was at the country club Friday, Robert, so I think I know why you are here."
"You are right."
"I am not being a smart ass, Bob, but it is about time."
"You are right again. I figured as long as I wasn't being publicly humiliated, I could stand it. That ended Friday."
"I need access to all of your accounts, and a couple of powers of attorney. I'll have my girl prepare everything, and then give you a call. Anything special I should be aware of?"
"Well, Jerry, I am afraid the trauma of what happened Friday triggered something in me. I find that I have become addicted to gambling. I spent the weekend in Reno, and lost thousands and thousands of dollars. I am going back next weekend and I am afraid it will be worse."
"Gee, good buddy. That is terrible. I assume you are keeping some kind of record or documentation of all of these loses." Jerry had a big smile on his face.
"I have and I will. I guess it would be a good idea if I send you copies of everything."
"Most definitely. You know Bob I don't think we should talk about this any more. Do you?"
"You are right. Do you need anything else?"
"I'm good Bob. Get the hell out of here and take care of business. Take this financial worksheet with you. Fill it out and bring it back when you come in to sign those forms tomorrow. I got your back buddy."
It was about that time, I realized I missed lunch.
Emily had a nice little sheet waiting for me with information about Todd Mitchell. She recommended I speak to Wilma Grimm in the personnel department before doing anything else.
Wilma had been with the company forever. She ran a tight ship and did a good job. She always wore a business suit and always had her hair in a tight bun. Her confidence made her a little intimidating to anyone who met her. If Emily wanted me to see her, it must be important.
"Good afternoon Mister Terrell. Have a seat." She was trying to put me at ease, but it wasn't working. It was like being in a room with a nun teacher. I was a grown man, in an important position, and I was in awe of this woman. She shut her office door.
"Emily gave me a run down of what is going on. I don't contribute to office gossip but I do deal in facts. Todd Mitchell came to me in confidence three years ago. I swore I would not tell anyone what was discussed at that time, but it appears I cannot keep that promise. If at any time you are offended by something I say, please get up and leave and our discussion will be ended. If you don't like what you hear, do not get mad at me. I am just giving you the facts. Do you understand Mister Terrell?"
"Yes, I understand. I think I am mature enough to accept whatever you tell me without throwing a temper tantrum."
She gave a slight frown at my pathetic attempt to be humorous.
"About three and a half years ago your wife, Sandra, approached Todd Mitchell at a company function. Drinking was heavy that night, and before the evening was over Todd and Sandra were having sex in one of the private offices. Todd was going to get married the next month. Sandra threatened to tell his fiancé unless he continued to meet her for sex. He was hoping that after he got married, she would leave him alone, but she didn't. She was forcing him to have sex with her for several months, under the threat of exposure. In desperation, he came to me for help. Of course he had to tell me the whole story. Naturally, I could not in good conscience, tell you, or anyone else. The best solution I had, was to transfer Todd to another office. After his relocation to Dallas, Sandra left him alone. Todd never told his wife about the problem. Any questions?"
"It looks like Mister Mitchell was as big a victim in this fiasco as I was. I was contemplating some type of retribution, but that seems a little foolish now. Any recommendations Miss Grimm?"
"Now that you know, you have the power. I think you should just let it die. Todd Mitchell is a good employee and an asset to the company. Don't screw him up over something your wife did."
" Thanks for your time. I think you are right. Being forced to have sex with my wife is punishment enough."
As we got up, Wilma smiled. "By the way it is not Miss, I have been married for 32 years."
It was hard to imagine Wilma Grimm naked, in bed with a man. However, maybe, when she lets her hair down, she turns into some kind of sex goddess. All of a sudden, I found myself thinking of a dominatrix, and decided to mentally change the subject. I had more important things to worry about than Wilma's love life.
Emily had rescheduled all my work, and I had a clean slate. My wife called three times, and refused to believe I was in Baltimore, as Emily said. Emily set up an appointment for me with the company president the next day and one with the legal department for that afternoon. I asked Emily to have supper with me. She laughed and said her husband would disapprove. She suggested I ask Wilma and laughed again.
It took longer in the legal department than I had anticipated and I ended up keeping a few of the people overtime. I apologized, but they all seemed to understand. It turned out to be more complicated than I thought it would be. Redeeming my retirement plan for a cash settlement was difficult. Closing out the 401K and shared saving account went smoothly but took time. Cashing in my sick time, vacation time, and company insurance was easier than most of the things. By then, it was pretty apparent that I was leaving the company. I was hoping that it wouldn't leak back to my wife, before I was done.
I ended up eating supper alone. For some odd reason I thought about Dora during the meal. I wondered if she moved into the condo. Was she still working a double shift? Although I hardly knew her, I was anxious to get back to Reno and see her. It seemed a little juvenile, and I tried to put it out of my mind. It was foolish to waste time thinking about fantasies that would never be.
The next morning I cashed in two Whole Life insurance policies, and cancelled two term policies. I was amazed at the cash value the Whole Life policies had grown to. I could pick up the checks the next morning. My car was covered by the company insurance, but I cancelled the insurance on Sandra's Lexus. The lease was in her name, but the insurance was in mine. Before going into work, I swung by Jerry's office, dropped off the financial form, and signed a bunch of papers his secretary had ready. Emily had coffee ready when I got back to the office.



"It is not my intention to rub salt into your wounds boss, but you need to talk to Calvin Bostic, down in settlements before you see Richard." Richard Ryder was the president of the company. I felt pretty sure that he already knew what I wanted to see him about. The settlements division was really down in the basement, to be exact. I don't know why everyone else got windows and sunlight and they got the dungeon.
"Calvin, Emily said you wanted to talk to me."
Calvin Bostic was a quiet guy who always got his work done. He was a no-nonsense type of guy: dull but efficient. He steered me over to a private corner.
"I heard that things were coming to a head in your office. I am not into gossip or rumors, but I felt you needed to know something. About six years ago we had a guy here in our office named Raymond Upright. He was an OK guy, married with two kids. He got hooked up with your wife after an office party. She kept calling him, at home, and here in the office. He knew he made a mistake, and wanted to end it, but she wouldn't let him. She threatened to tell his wife, if he tried to dump her. The dumb shit called her bluff. Two days later, Ray's wife kicked him out. He started drinking and ended up losing his job. I don't know where he is now. Anyhow, Ray's wife threatened to tell you, about your wife's affair. As I understand it, your wife gave her ten grand to shut up. I have no proof about that last part."
"Thanks Cal. I wonder if anybody else has some good news for me?"
"I wasn't trying to get you upset Mister Terrell, but Emily said I should tell you."
"You did the right thing. I appreciate it."
I took the elevator straight up to the ninth floor. I was a little early for my appointment with Mister Ryder, but he took me right in. It was short and it was precise. The legal department, personnel department, and payroll, would take care of everything for me. When the smoke settled, I was to call him personally, from wherever I was. He gave me a card with his private cell number on the back. There were no promises, no regrets, and no bullshit. Although things were wrapped up on one hand, they were kept open on the other. I gave him a simple nod and left. I hadn't spoken a word.
Emily was all smiles when I got back to the office. She handed me the usual cup of coffee. I smiled back and said. "Get me a flight to Reno for Thursday morning, with a two hour layover in Dallas."
She made a motion with her head for me to look out the window. Sandra was down in the parking lot arguing with a security guard.
"She's been down there over twenty minutes. They won't let her in and she won't leave. What do you want to do boss?"
"Looks like the guards have everything under control. The only problem I have, is finding somebody to have supper with. I hate to eat alone."
I called Jerry to see how things were going. He said he couldn't do anything until I straightened out the financial mess. I had to show him that I had no money. Right now, I was loaded. Between the checks I had, those that were coming, and the cash in the bank, I was a wealthy man. I promised I would go to Reno early, and not come back until I was flat broke. Every once in a while, somebody would stick their head in the door, and tell me that my wife wanted me to call her. She was having all her girl friends call their husbands at work to find me.
I hung around the office for a few more hours cleaning things up, so that it would be easier for my replacement. Sandra was sitting on the hood of my car, waiting for me to come out. Emily smiled and handed me the keys to her Honda Civic. She said it was a good excuse to get her hubby to pick her up, and take her out for dinner.
"By the way, you are not going to do anything stupid in Dallas, Are you?"
"No, just tying up some loose ends. No vengeance, I promise."
I drove to Allentown and had my supper at the Outback. I was back in my apartment before midnight.
The next morning went fast. I signed more papers for Jerry, closed all the bank accounts, and cancelled all the credit cards. I even arranged to have all the utilities turned off at the house the next week. I picked up checks at the bank, insurance company, and at work. I had no idea I was worth so much money. I got a new cell phone and cancelled the ones that Sandra and I presently had. I sold my county club membership to an old friend, for twenty three thousand dollars.
My replacement was in place when I stopped in at work for the last time. He seemed like a nice fellow. He got there from Boston with a twenty-four hour notice. He knew it was a good move for him. Emily knew more about running the office than I did, so it was not necessary for me to train him. There were some things at the house I wish I had, but they were not important enough for me to go back for.Emily told me to keep her car and she would have her hubby pick it up at the airport. I had to get a couple of cheap suitcases to put my stuff in at the apartment. Anything I forgot, I could buy in Reno. All of a sudden, I realized that I had done everything I could do. All my assets were now in cash. There were no stocks, no accounts, and nothing else of value, except the house, which I was giving to my wife.
Air Blue was very accommodating. They had some seats available and were more than willing to move my flight up. I called Jerry at home.
"Hey, buddy. Just wanted to let you know I am cutting out tonight. I assume you have everything you need."
"I'm good, Bob. I can actually serve the papers tomorrow, but I still need that financial information as soon as possible."
"You might as well go ahead and give them to her. I will start sending you some proof of financial irresponsibility, as soon as I can."
"Be careful, Bob. I don't want to see either one of us get into trouble. I am sure Sandra will get a big shot to help her, probably from Philly. Of course he will be on contingency and could bail on her, as soon as things start to look bad."
"It's all up to you Jerry. Do the best you can for me. Just don't pad the bill too much. I am going to be a very poor man soon. Don't forget that. One more thing: see if you can locate a guy named Raymond Upright. There is a good chance he could use a little help. Depending on the circumstances, I might be the one to do that."
"Got it, Bobby. Have a good flight and keep in touch."
I called the condo and left a message on the machine that I would be arriving later that night. I told her I would call, and I didn't want her to be alarmed, when she heard somebody at the door. At this point I didn't know if she would be there or not. I could hope. It was odd that, I didn't even know this lady, and yet I was hoping to have a relationship, of some sort with her. At this point, just having her as a friend would be fine. Her situation made her vulnerable, and I didn't want to seem like I was taking advantage of it.
I arrived at Dallas early enough to have a comfortable breakfast. I was waiting in Todd Mitchell's office when he came in. I could tell he wasn't happy to see me.
"Mister Terrell. I would like to say it is nice to see you, but I would not be telling the truth. I think we both know that."
"Relax Todd. I hope you don't mind my being a little familiar. I am not here to bust your chops. I just wanted to let you know that I understand the situation you were in a while back, and that there are no hard feelings."
"You could have done that on the phone."
"I know, but it was on my way and I felt it was worth my time to clear the air."
"I don't understand. Why would you want to do this? I am the one that screwed up. I should be apologizing to you for what happened. You didn't do a damn thing wrong. I was young and foolish and made a terrible mistake. To this day, I am too ashamed to even tell my wife."
"You were partially to blame for what happened Todd, but I feel that most of the problem was caused by my wife. What she did, created problems for you, and now for me. I am not saying that you were completely innocent, but it was not entirely your fault. I don't want you to carry around any more guilt than you have to, because my loving wife was a slut."
"That very generous of you to say that. I don't know what to say or what to do in return."
I reached over and handed him one of Jerry's cards. "Later today, give my lawyer a call. There is a possibility that he might ask you to do something for me. It will be very discreet. He might say that he needs nothing at this time. At the most, I expect he will ask for a notarized statement confirming the affair. I promise that it will not get back to your wife."
I got up and we shook hands. It felt odd, since this was one of the men who cuckolded me, but I thought it was appropriate. Todd Mitchell was a fine man and didn't deserve to have his life compromised for one indiscretion, even though it had happened several times.
An hour later, I was back on my flight to Reno. I was trying to figure out what I did wrong. I worked hard to provide my wife and children with everything they could want or need. I think I did a pretty good job. It seems that while I was making sure everyone was being taken care of, I was neglecting my wife. When faced with problems like this we all try and determine why it happened. In my case, I usually figure out that I was somehow to blame. I can accept that, but as the circle comes round, I am forced to confront Sandra's attempts to make a cuckold out of me. That cannot be accepted or condoned. If she had been discreet, I probably would have let it all slide and forever blame myself. She wasn't discreet and I will not blame myself.
The evening ended on a high note. When I landed at Reno/Tahoe International I was pleasantly surprised to see Dora waiting at the baggage pick-up. She had on jeans and a light blue Oxford shirt. It was the first time I saw her in anything other than a uniform. It was not my intent to have her pick me up when I called. I simply wanted her to know I was arriving.
"Good evening, Dora. I wasn't expecting you."
"I figured since I had your car, it was the least I could do."
"Your not working?"
"No, I was able to cut back, because of your generous offer."
"Oh, I wasn't being generous. I was just trying to figure out a way that I could be alone with you."
"And just what are you going to do to me when you get me alone?"
"I don't know yet. I haven't planned that far ahead. Any suggestions?"
As I pulled my bags off the turntable, I noticed Dora blush a little. I figured it was time to back off, before I scared her away. I felt that she was baiting me a little when she asked the question and that was a good sign.
Thirty minutes later we were back at a newly decorated apartment. It was just little touches, that didn't cost much but made a difference in the ambience of the whole place. To thank her for fixing up the apartment and picking me up at the airport, I sprung for two prime rib dinners. I think Dora enjoyed the wine more than the beef.
"How is the divorce coming?"
"Not worth a shit. I still have three weeks to go before I can apply. You need six weeks to establish residency. From what everybody said, I thought this was going to be a piece of cake. I think I would have been better off doing this from home."
"Why didn't you?"
Dora sat for a while. She played with her food a little and then looked up. "Getting away from Tony was more important than getting the divorce. The divorce is just a piece of paper. That won't protect me from any more beatings. I think I used the divorce idea, just to justify coming out here. It didn't matter where I went. The important thing was that I went at all."
What Dora said made sense to me. I guess getting divorced from Sandra seemed important at first, but now I wasn't sure. All I really wanted to do was keep her from profiting from the marriage. Unless I was planning on getting married again, it didn't matter. I had no inclinations that way. The rest of the evening was spent chatting about more mundane things like hobbies, movies, and books. Dora didn't have any children. I didn't ask why. We slept in our separate bedrooms that night.
Dora had left for work before I even got up. There was fresh coffee and that was all I needed. I was still full from last night's feast. After a quick shower, I got down to business.
"Jerry. How is my favorite lawyer?" There was a sigh on the other end of the phone.
"Not worth a shit Robert. I got bad news for you. Promise you won't shoot the messenger?"
"Oh crap. I have only been gone one day. What the hell happened?"
"Sandra has stirred up the pot. She found out about the bank accounts and other stuff. After calling the police, she got a restraining order against everything in the world. All of your accounts are frozen, even thought they are empty. You can't come near her or the house. You cannot take anything from the house. You can not contact your children, even though they are legally adults. Most of the stuff is crap, but it will take a ton of time and money if you want to straighten it all out. She contacted the Security and Exchange Commission about your 401k and retirement accounts. Somehow or other, she has the IRS looking into things. Jerry, I don't know how to tell you this, but I don't want any part of any of it. I am out. Do you understand?"
I was a bit overwhelmed. "I guess you mean you won't be handling the divorce for me?"
"You got it buddy. For your information, she also hired a private detective to track you down."
"I wonder how she is going to pay for all of this?"
"Don't know and I don't care. Remember, if the cops or Feds ask me where you are, I will have to tell them. I am not going to risk my career for you, even though we are friends."
"I understand, Jerry. Cover your ass. I am going to make some adjustments at my end. I won't call you again for awhile."
"Thanks for your understanding buddy. I was hoping you would. See yah."
Well that put a crimp in things. The best-laid plans can go to hell in a heartbeat. I had to go to plan B, and I didn't have one. My brilliant idea, to fake losing all my money in the casinos, was shot down. I decided not to call anyone else.
Dora left me the car, which was appreciated. I don't know how she got to work. I was stuck with a small duffle-full of money and checks.
I had to go to six different casinos to cash all my checks, in for chips or credit. I was afraid to go to the banks in case there had been a hold or trace put on anything. The casinos were more than happy to help out. By the end of the morning, I had everything on deposit at several places and a bag full of cash and chips.
After a quick lunch, I started the withdrawals. In two hours, all the chips had been converted to cash and all the cash had been removed from the casino accounts. I now had a big bag of money, and lots of it. So far, there had been no problems and nothing suspicious.
It took me less than an hour to drive to Carson City. I rented a large safety deposit box, at an obscure little bank, and stashed everything, except five thousand dollars, which I kept for walking around money. I felt relieved now that everything was safe. I was looking forward to another long supper with Dora, to celebrate.
I knew something was fishy as soon as I entered the condo. Dora was trying her best to straighten things out that should not have been messed up, in the first place. She looked up and me immediately covered part of her face.
"I'm sorry, Robert. It's my fault. I don't know how he found me,and didn't know he was following me, until I got into the apartment. I should have been more careful. I am really sorry." I slowly lowered her hand away from her face. Dora had a new shiner and a fat lip to go with it. A large, bluish, bruise covered the right side of her face.
"Was it Tony?"
She nodded her head in the affirmative. "He had his two brothers with him. They are out looking for you now. Tony told me not to leave the condo."
"Where are they looking?"
"I gave them the name of three casinos. The idiots don't even know what you look like. I don't think they are thinking straight."
It was a no-brainer. We couldn't stay and we couldn't call the cops. We left everything, started driving West, and spent the night in a small, off road, motel, in Grass Valley. It only had one bed, but I was a gentleman. I brought some take-out back to the room, and got some make-up for Dora. She tried her best to cover up the bruises, but it still looked like shit. She kept apologizing to me all night. I was relieved when she finally fell asleep.
We drove into Sacramento the next day, and got some clothing and personal items. I had no idea when we would be able to get back to the condo. I had the Grass Valley motel for two more nights.
Dora and I spent the next few days getting to know each other. There was no sex and no innuendos. I felt more comfortable with her after three days than I did with my wife after twenty-four years. When I wasn't talking with Dora, I was worrying about all the other things that were happening. I was afraid to take Dora back to the condo, in case Tony would find her. I was afraid to go back to the condo myself, in case somebody was looking for me, but I carelessly left my laptop, passport and other personal papers there. I had a stupid idea that they were important to me, and I had to get them. Real stupid.
I only knew Dora a few days, but I decided I had to trust her. We were both in the same boat, as far as spouses were concerned.
"Have you ever been to Mexico?"
"No. Are we going to go to Mexico, Robert?"
"I don't know. Look, in case things don't go well, I want you to do something for me. I don't want you to get in trouble and I want to keep you away from Tony."
"Robert, you don't owe me anything. You did more than enough already. I'll be fine."
"Well, I am not sure how things are going to go for me. I have a lot of money stashed away. It's not dirty money, but I am hiding it from my wife. If something happens to me, you will have to retrieve the cash for me."
"Who is after you? You haven't said anything about that. Did you do something illegal?"
"Look, there are several federal agencies looking for me, and a private detective. I am sure the local police will be called in to help if necessary. All I am trying to do is hide some money from my wife. She is trying to make it look like I am doing something illegal."
"What am I supposed to do with this money?"
"I was thinking about that. Go to Guadalajara and wait for me. Use whatever money you need to get by, until I get there."
"How will you find me?"
"Go to the Libertad Market for coffee, every morning. I will find you. It is very large, but I will find you."
"When am I supposed to do this?"
"When you figure out I am in trouble."
"Why don't I just do it now?"
"Be patient. I'll take you with me. I would rather take you with me than go separately."
"I'd feel better if we went together. Why can't we both go now?"
The conversation was starting to get redundant, so I ignored her. I didn't mean to be impolite, just anxious to move along. Two hours later, we were over the pass and in Carson City. Dora's name was put on the access for the safety deposit box and she got her own key.
When we got back to the condo, I parked a half-block away. The complex had a lower level parking area, under the units. It was open to the outside, but covered. I told Dora to wait in the car, until I was sure there wouldn't be a problem. What sort of problem? I had no idea. The way things were going lately, anything could happen, and it did.
I was walking through the parking area, looking for anything suspicious, when it happened.
"Robert Terrell. Turn around." He was a little man, sort of wiry. The long leather coat he wore, made him look weird, instead of sinister. He wasn't menacing enough to pull it off. The large, black automatic in his fist was, though.



"Do I know you?" A big smile crossed his face, as if he was proud to identify himself.
"My name is Lazlo. Your wife sent me."
"OK. What can I do for you?"
"I need your wedding ring and your wallet."
"I can understand the wedding ring, but why the wallet?"
"I have to make this look like a robbery?"
"Make what look like a robbery?"
"Your wife hired me to kill you Mister Terrell."
"I hope she paid you up front, because she doesn't have any money."
"What do you mean?" That was the end of the conversation. From across the parking area came three large Italians who did look nasty in their long leather coats.
"Bobby Terrell, we want to talk to you." Tony was one loud dude.
The intrusion caught Lazlo by surprise. He turned to face the three of them, when one of them noticed the gun in his hand. All three of them were reaching into their coats, as I dove across the concrete barrier, leading to the outside of the parking area. Lazlo lost all interest in me, for the moment. As I scooted along the side of the building toward the car, I could hear shots, echoing off the garage walls. I looked up in time to see Dora speeding down the street and two guys in suits getting out of a black SUV, across the street. It was obvious that the suit guys were Feds, and I assumed they were waiting for me. The firefight distracted them long enough for me to get out of the area.
Dora was gone. The car was gone. There was no way in hell that I was going back to that condo. I didn't know who shot whom in the parking garage and I didn't want to know. All I knew for sure, was that there were three different groups after my ass, for different reasons, at the same time. I got the message.
I had several options at this point. One was to catch a bus to Carson City and get my money. I decided against this idea, since I was too hot. Yeah, hot. That's a good word. I was just trying to get away from a cheating wife. What the hell happened? Since I decided to let the money cool for a while, I had to find a place to lay low. I still had over four grand in my pocket. That would hold me for a while. Why was my wife trying to kill me? I guess she didn't realize there was no longer any insurance money. I figured she was smarter than that.
I made a big mistake. I took the bus to San Francisco. Four thousand dollars does not go far in the city by the bay The first thousand got me a SSN and an ID, so I could at least get a job. I found a room with a bath down the hall, and a job waiting tables in a low profile restaurant. After about a month, I was earning enough to support myself, and getting to be a pretty good waiter. Some customers were actually requesting my tables.
I had not been making the payments on my cell phone, and the service was terminated. I hadn't used it since I left Reno. It only cost me a few bucks to get a new pre-paid service and about fifty minutes of airtime. I wanted to call Dora, but I had no idea where she was or how to get in touch with her. I decided to call Jerry.
"Hey Buddy. It's Robert. Just thought I get an update from you."
"Bobby, Bobby. Good to hear from you. Things are still fouled up, but not like you would think. Where the hell are you?"
"None of your damn business where I am. Last time I talked to you, I was inundated with nasty people, all wanting something. Am I still a wanted man?"
"Well most of that crap went away, especially after Sandra was arrested. As I understand it, the IRS is still looking for some type of payment on 401K assets. Other than that most of it is good."
"What do you mean Sandra was arrested?"
"I thought you of all people would know about that. Ever hear of a guy named Lester Lazlo?"
"Yeah. I met him once, briefly, about three months ago. He was trying to bump me off, when we were interrupted by some other guys who were after me. While they were arguing about which one of them would get a piece of me, I slipped out the back door. How does he fit in?"
"Sandra hired Lazlo to kill you. Lazlo got shot up pretty bad, out in Reno, and sang like a bird to the police. He claimed Sandra was going to stiff him on a ten thousand dollar contract, so he ratted her out. Believe it or not, the cops bought it, and brought her up on charges. She can't make bail, so she is waiting out her trial date in the clink."
"Jerry, I would love to help her out, if it wasn't for the fact that she tried to have me killed. I think that her parents should be able to help her with bail, but I sure as hell won't.
"Let me see what I can do Bobby. Nobody seems to be that interested in you at the present time. Do you want me to start the divorce again? I think we have pretty good grounds this time."
"Might as well. A divorce would be nice, but I don't care one way or the other anymore. I guess it would make things cleaner."
"I kept all the other paperwork. I think I can still use most of it. Oh yeah, forgot to tell you. Your kids all came home when Sandra got in trouble. They were concerned at first, but lost interest fast, when the facts came out. They want you to call them, and let them know you are OK."
"I'll get in touch with them as soon as I can."
"How did your money laundering scheme work out?"
"Not worth a damn. I lost control and lost contact. I'll try and check on it next week. Jerry, sometimes the best damn plans in the world are just not good enough."
"OK. Keep in touch buddy."
"One more thing, Jerry. Did Sandra ever say why she wanted me dead?"
"Not that I know of. I assumed it was for the insurance, that she didn't know you cancelled."
I checked in with the kids and everything was fine. They felt better after they found out the tuition had been prepaid. They wanted to know what happened between Sanda and I, but I couldn't bring myself to tell them. Some things would have to wait.
I borrowed a car and drove up to Carson City. The safety deposit box was empty. At least she could have left a note. I couldn't really complain, because I gave her the key and access to the box. Did she go to Guadalajara or did she find a place where I couldn't find her? There was only one way to find out.
There were several small travel agencies in my San Francisco neighborhood. Most of them specialized in group-tours for compatible people, which I didn't quite fit into. I finally found a tour to my favorite Mexican city, with a last minute cancellation, that I could qualify for. It was the first time in my life that I had to scrape together enough money for something. The trip wasn't that expensive, I just didn't have a lot of money. I felt comfortable because a few of the guys on the trip worked at the restaurant with me. Most of them had signed up for the side trips but I had other plans.
The first two days turned out to be a big disappointment. The Libertad Market was bigger than I had imagined. I see now that it was a poor choice on my part. I hated to think that maybe Dora had decided to take my money and go someplace a little more exotic. Maybe she was in Bangkok, or Tahiti. Lord knows there was enough money, in that safety deposit box, to live just about anyplace she wanted to. I didn't know if I should sit and wait for her to walk by, or if I should walk around and look for her. I ended up doing both. By the third day it was getting dull.
"It's about time Robert. Where the hell have you been?"
I turned and saw Dora standing with her hands on her hips. She had on a wide-brim straw hat with a red band around it. "Say something, damn it. I've been going nuts here, not knowing if you were even alive or not." I didn't say anything. I walked over and kissed her for the first time. I don't know why I hadn't done it before, but I was glad I did it now.
"That's a pretty pathetic explanation. Maybe you better try it again." The second kiss was accompanied with a big hug as I swung her around off the ground.
"Dora, I missed you so bad."
"You still have to tell me where you were for the last month, but I can wait till later. Lets go home and have some lunch."
We walked through the market, hand in hand. I felt happy and content for the first time in awhile.
"Robert, don't get mad at me, but I spent some of your money. I put most of it in the bank, but I needed a place to live, so I bought us a house. I was hoping you wouldn't mind, because you had an awful lot of money in that bank."
It was a beautiful hacienda, in a beautiful city, and I was with a wonderful woman. I like it when a plan comes together.
Sandra's parents were able to raise her bail money and pay for her lawyers. Jerry had no trouble getting her signature on the divorce papers. She ended up getting five to eight years for trying to have me killed. Never did find out why. Todd Mitchell gave Jerry a deposition, but Jerry never had to use it. Jerry was able to find Ray Upright. He was sober, but not doing well. When Jerry asked him what he could do to help, Ray said he would like to have a hot dog pushcart. I got to feel better for twenty four hundred dollars. I settled my beef with the IRS for four thousand dollars. Lazlo in in jail in Nevada with Dora's husband and brothers. We don't know how long they will be there.
I was now free to return home. My old job, with a promotion, was waiting for me. The law was no longer looking for me.
As soon as Dora's mexican divorce is final, we plan to get married. The kids will be coming down for the wedding during Spring break. The house in Guadalajara is beautiful, but we are pretty certain we will not stay there full time. Dora wants to keep it as a vacation home. Emily is anxious for me to return to work, especially at the new position. It is a promotion for both of us. Dora is willing to go anywhere, as long as we stay together. She wants me to take her to meet Sandra. That should be interesting.
My plans did not work out as I expected, but who am I to complain.
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It was seven o'clock in the morning, and my wife was out in the driveway washing her car again. I got her the 1965 red Mustang convertible for our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. It was a special present, and I was hoping it would be well worth the twenty thousand dollars it cost me. I was wrong.
Julie had been having an affair with one of the guys who worked in my office complex. She thought that she was being discrete, but it just wasn't so. She was sloppy and careless about meeting him, and he had a big mouth. I found out about what was going on, when I started to get snickers from some of the guys in the break room. It wasn't hard to put it all together. Frank Toliver was enjoying my wife's company, and was bragging about it to all his work-mates. It had been going on for over six weeks now. Twice, I have mentioned to Julie that I had been hearing stories about her and Frank, and that I wanted them to stop. Both times, she denied that anything was going on. She also expressed great indignity: that I had the nerve to question her fidelity after twenty-five years of marriage.
We married straight out of high school. I realize now that we were just too young. I don't know if it was puppy love, or just a teenage crush, but it was about to end. We had one daughter, Sharon, who was a senior, getting ready to graduate. She would be leaving for Iowa State University in less than a month. Over the years, I had plenty of opportunities to spread some wild oats, but restrained myself, to preserve the marriage. What a waste. If it hadn't been for Frank's big mouth, I probably would have never found out about Julie's fling. Now I found myself wondering if it had happened before, and I was too dense to realize it. I had always trusted her.
Frank usually took Wednesday's off. I was betting that Julie would spend as much time washing her body this morning, as she did her precious car.
"Dad, are you going to drop me off on your way to work?" Sharon was ready to go, so I finished up my coffee and we hit the door. I stopped for a moment, beside my wife, as we walked to the car.
"This is the last time I am going to mention it. Stop seeing Frank Toliver."
All that got me was a nasty glare. "Damn it, John. Frank Toliver and I have nothing going on. I said it before, and I'll say it again, whoever is feeding you this bullshit is just trying to get your goat. Stop worrying yourself about something that is not happening."
Julie turned and continued drying her car as I just stood and stared at her. I finally walked to the car and backed out.
The first few minutes in the car were quiet. Sharon was looking out the window and I got the feeling that she was upset with me.
"What's wrong? Why are you being so moody?"
Without turning her head Sharon responded: "Dad, how long are you going to let her get away with this? It's been a while now, and I am really having a hard time putting up with the crap. Thank God I am going away in a couple of weeks. I am getting as disgusted with you for not doing anything, as I am with her for doing it."
"What crap are you putting up with? How is all of this affecting you? Your mother isn't doing anything at home is she?"
"No dad, it's Margie Toliver. She is dumping on me everyday about my slut mom stealing her dad away from the family. Her mom and dad have been divorced for over a year, but she just started bitching about three weeks ago. Apparently, her mother is fully aware of what is going on, between mom and Mister Toliver, and complains about it at home, everyday. Margie's home life sucks and she is passing it on to me."
"Sorry, I wasn't aware that you were getting flack about this. I have asked your mother three times to stop, and three times she has just denied it. I'll try and put a stop to it today."
The look my daughter gave me seemed to indicate that she didn't believe me. "Thanks for the ride anyhow, dad." I watched her walk up to the school, and I knew now that it was time to end things.
I knew where Frank Toliver lived. When he got divorced, his wife took the kids and moved in with her parents. Frank tried to sell the house, but owed too much on the mortgage to break even. With alimony and child support, he was having trouble just keeping up the house payments.
I have been avoiding the break room at work for the last month or so, so that I can miss the digs at my manhood. I stopped and got coffee before getting to work. After making my presence known to everyone, I told my secretary, Joyce, that I would be stuck in a meeting on the third floor over lunch, and for the rest of the day. She said she would hold my messages until I got back. It was easy to walk out the back door and drive away.
I sat down the street from the Toliver house waiting for my wife. It was only twenty minutes later when she showed up. She actually had her own garage door opener for his house. After the door closed, I waited thirty minutes before I walked up to the house. No one noticed as I tried the side door to the garage. It was unlocked. Julie had the convertible top down on the Mustang. Frank had a little BMW convertible- Z car or something like that. I don't know much about cars, but I knew it was expensive. I picked up Julie's purse which she had left sitting on her car seat.
I would have loved to go into the house and surprise them in bed, but that was not my plan. I didn't need to see it, to believe it. Frank had a five gallon can of gasoline sitting by his lawn mower. There was enough in it to douse both cars, and spread some around his shop storage area. By the time they realized the garage was on fire, there would be nothing they could do to stop it. I had to hustle a little to get back to my car before there were any indications. In my rear view mirror, I was just able to make out a few wisps of smoke, as I turned the corner. Ten minutes later, I was back at work and told my secretary the meeting was canceled. It was as if I had never left the building.
When I got home, Sharon was sitting in the living room watching TV. Julie was not there, and Sharon had no idea where she was. I was a little worried. Did the two lovers get trapped in the house? Were they overcome with smoke or burned alive? Were they at the hospital being treated for something? I was beginning to regret what I had done, when the phone rang.
The phone call was from Julie's sister.
"Hi John. It's Candice. I just wanted to let you know that Julie is over at my place. She had an accident with the Mustang. She is all right but the Mustang is ruined. She is a little nervous right now, and can't talk. I'll bring her home later tonight, and she can explain everything then."
"Do you want us to come over there and pick her up?"
"No. John, she is pretty upset and I think it would be better if you wait until I bring her home. She is sorry about the car."
"Okay. Where is the car right now?"
"I am not sure. I think they towed it to a lot somewhere. Julie can tell you about it later. Thanks John. I was sure you would understand."
When I hung up the phone, I had a big grin on my face. Sharon noticed it, said nothing, and smiled back.
"I think you should take my car and drive over to see your aunt Candice. Your mother seems to have had an accident with the Mustang, and she does not want to talk to me right now. You could offer to help, and quietly stick your nose into things. I would love to know what happened, but I can't ask. Maybe you will get lucky. Just a suggestion, in case you are interested."
"You know I am. Give me your keys. Do you want me to bring her home, or leave her there?"
"Surprise me." I said.
She was lightly laughing, as she walked out the door.
I settled down to a quiet evening of beer and TV. Sharon came home about a couple of hours later, with a bigger smile than she had when she left.
"I didn't think you had it in you. You are one rotten son-of-a-bitch, dad. I love it."
I was being very careful. There was no way I was going to admit to anything. Any conclusions that my daughter might come to, would be on her own.
"Where is the car?"
"I am not sure, but it can't be moved until the insurance company checks it out. Mom did not want to talk about it, and was very evasive."
"Where is your mom? Why didn't she come home with you?"
"It appears that she is concerned with how you are going to react. I asked her to explain, and she became flustered. Candice said she would be staying there for a few days, until things straightened out. I don't know what that means. I asked for explanations and didn't get any answers."
"I hope you don't have any questions for me, because I won't answer them either."
"Good boy, dad. I don't want to know any more. I can wait for the sequel."
Sharon went to bed and I got another beer. Things worked out just right.
The next day at work, things were a little different. There were no snide remarks from the break-room gang. My secretary, Joyce, was even a little more attentive than normal. Frank Toliver did not show up for work. I did not inquire about him, and nobody offered any information. A few of the guys seemed to be avoiding me. That afternoon, a small bouquet of daisies was delivered to my desk. The note said, "Thank you, M.T." Frank's wife was named Marsha. I didn't know any other people with those initials. Joyce was now smiling every time she looked at me. I was a little worried that Marsha had jumped to that conclusion as fast as she did. I was hoping the police didn't do the same thing.
Sharon was in a good mood when I got home. Margie Toliver apologized to her for being a bitch for the past few weeks. Nothing else was said between them. There was a small article in the back of the newspaper about a home fire that destroyed two cars. Candice called Sharon on her cell phone earlier, and told her that Julie would be staying there a few more days. Sharon and I went out for sushi.
Friday morning, the police showed up at work to discuss the fire at Frank Toliver's house. They talked to me in my office and they also talked to Joyce. Joyce told them that I had been there all day on Wednesday. She didn't mention the short time that I went upstairs. No one else was able to contradict what we had said. It was odd, because Joyce and I had not conspired ahead of time, yet we both said the same thing. The police did indicate that the fire at Frank's house was definitely arson, but had nothing else to go on. They were very, very careful not to mention my wife, or her part in the whole situation. I found that interesting. I was also interested in why Joyce stuck her neck out to defend me.
Sharon did the laundry and house work Saturday, while I got the yard work all done. We got a payfor-view movie and a pizza that night. Both of us were careful not to talk about anything relating to the problem at hand. I was impressed by how grown up my daughter had become.
Julie came home Sunday. She had on clothes that Candice had given her. I wanted to ask her where her clothing was, but decided against it. She spent most of the day in her room. Sharon made supper for us, but Julie didn't seem to be too hungry. We didn't talk or discuss anything about the car, or what had happened to it. I slept on the couch that night.
Joyce was in a good mood Monday morning. The gang of smart-asses with the snide snickers had disappeared. There was a definite attempt made by many of the male employees to avoid eye contact with me. Frank had taken a week's vacation time. I contacted my auto insurer and told him to stop by the house and get the claims information on the Mustang, from my wife. I couldn't admit to knowing anything about it, without tipping my hand. I did happen to know that a car that is burned up in a garage is covered by the home-owners insurance, not the automobile insurer. That means that Frank's insurance company would have to pay for Julie's car. I was interested in seeing where this was going.
The arson investigation team and the insurance company both determined that the fire was indeed, arson. After investigating Frank Toliver's financial status, the insurance company refused to pay any of the claims, unless he could prove that he was not responsible for the fire. They felt that the fire would benefit him financially, and that he had a motive to set it himself. The police felt the same way, but they had to prove that he did it.
Sharon was home alone when I got there. She handed me a note that Candice had left, informing us that she had taken Julie to the doctor to get some sedatives, and that Julie would be staying at her house for a few more days. The insurance man had left some papers on the coffee table. I didn't look at them. Sharon and I went to Red Lobster for supper.
Officially, I still did not know where Julie's car was or what happened to it. All I knew, officially, was that the Mustang burned up. I found it interesting that noone was telling me anything. The next morning, I made a quick call to Candice.
"Hi, its John. Just wanted to let you know that I appreciate what you are doing for Julie."
"Thanks, John. I think she needs to stay here a few more days. The doctor gave her some pretty strong medication."
"I am okay with that. I have just two questions. I understand that her car was in a fire. I would like to know where the car was when it caught fire, and why it was there. Call me later today and give me the answers to both of those questions. If I don't hear from you, or I don't get an answer, I am bringing all of Julie's belongings over to your house tonight. Do you understand?"
"Under the circumstances, John, I think you are being unreasonable. Julie is under great stress right now. Something like this is not going to help her."
"I don't expect the answer from her, I expect it from you. I am sure you know what is going on. Either you tell me, or Julie becomes your new house guest, permanently. Do you understand me?"
"I understand, John. I'll do my best."
Joyce was full of bubbles and joy. I was hoping that would be a good sign.
"I made you a luncheon appointment, Mister Woods. You will be meeting Marsha Toliver at the Olive Garden at noon. She will have a table waiting when you get there."
I didn't really want to have lunch with Frank Toliver's wife, but felt obligated. All I could do was try and be a gentleman. I looked over at Joyce. "Would you like to come along? I would prefer not to be alone in this situation."
"Sorry boss. I'd be glad to join you for supper, but I am not interested in lunch."
I noticed a slight smile as she walked away. What the hell did she mean by that? I never sent any signals to Joyce or anyone else that worked for me, indicating that I might be available. That was a strict no-no. I think that my new status as "potentially divorced," was affecting some of the ladies around me. What the hell could Marsha Toliver want?
At about ten o'clock, Joyce stuck her head in the door. "There is a Mister Brian Mapes here to see you. Are you busy?"
"No, send him right in." Brian was married to Candice. He was a big, gentle-giant, type of guy. Brian looked nervous as hell as he walked into the office and sat down. I just looked at him for a second, waiting for him to start the conversation.
"Candice asked me to come see you. She said she was afraid you would get mad at her, because of what she had to tell you."
"Brian, you look troubled as hell. Why is it such a problem having to talk to me? I never did any thing to bring this on, did I?"
"No John. It's something I did. I lost my temper. It never happened before with Candice, and I am scared."
"Why are you scared? What could you possibly be afraid of?"
"I think I hurt her. I hit her pretty bad, John. I dropped her off at the hospital, and then came over to see you. I didn't know what else to do."
Now Brian is not a simpleton. He is a smart and clever man, who provided well for his wife and children. Both of his kids have left home now, but he was always a good father to them. I never suspected that there was a problem in their marriage. It appeared that Brian didn't either.
"Why don't you start at the beginning, Brian? We have plenty of time, so you don't have to rush."
Joyce brought in two cups of coffee as Brian tried to relax himself by taking deep breaths. In a few seconds, he was feeling better.
"You're not going to get mad at me are you, John?"
"No, I promise I will not lose my temper."
"Candice told me that Julie had a boyfriend: Frank something. I don't remember his last name. She was over at his house when there was a fire in the garage and her Mustang got burned up. Julie thinks you started the fire, but the police don't believe her. She is afraid to come home. She tried it over the weekend, and had a breakdown, or something. That is what I was supposed to tell you."
"That doesn't sound too traumatic. I still don't understand why that would get you so upset."
"I started to ask her a few questions, just to clarify things. Candice started to get angry with me. The more questions I asked, the more upset she got."
"What kind of questions?"
"John, do you remember the three day cruise the girls took to Cancun last year?"
"Yeah, Why?"
"I always felt that there was something fishy about that vacation. For some reason, I related that trip with Julie's affair. I don't know why. I asked Candice if Julie had an affair while she was on that cruise, and she blew up."
"I assume you didn't get an answer."
"Oh, but I did. Not the one I wanted though. She ranted for several minutes about you and I being less than satisfactory husbands. She said that if we had been more attentive in the bedroom, there would be no need for them to cat around. That's the phase she used: "cat around." About that time, I figured out that Candice was also cheating on me, just like Julie did to you."
"I am sorry, Brian. It was not my intention to get you involved in this."
"Things got worse, John. I insisted that she tell me the name of the guy she was cheating with. She laughed at me, and said: "Which one?" I guess that is when I lost it. After I hit her several times, she got scared as hell. She never saw me mad before. Twenty-two years, and I never got violent, until this morning. She asked me to stop hitting her, and I told her I wouldn't till she gave me names. She said the two guys they went on the cruise with were from their health club: Craig and Will something. That's when she gave me Frank's name, as the guy Julie was with. I threatened to hit her again if she didn't tell me all the names. I didn't care about the ones Julie was with, but the ones she was. She mentioned Clayton Simmons, a guy we went to high school with. Before she could say any more, I hit her again. Then I got scared, so I put her in the car and took her to the emergency room. I came right here to see you."
I was at a loss for words. What do you say to a guy who had just beat his wife up bad enough to put her in the hospital? It sounded to me like she had really misjudged the gentle nature of her husband. She probably would have gotten away with it, if she hadn't tried to rub it in his face. Big mistake. We sat quietly for a few seconds.
"What now Brian?"
"I don't know. I think I need help, John."
We didn't have to wait long. Two uniformed officers pushed their way past Joyce and came into the room.
"Which one of you Bozo's is Brian Mapes?"
Brian meekly raised his hand and was immediately put in cuffs and led out. Joyce brought me a fresh cup of coffee.
I had Joyce call a lawyer for Brian before I left for my lunch with Marsha Toliver. She had a table, but she wasn't alone.
"Mister Woods, I am glad you came. This is my friend Mario. He is here as my chaperone and companion." Mario was a very large man, with a dark complexion, and lots of hair. He sat close to Marsha, but not too close. It was difficult to tell what the relationship between the two of them was.



The conversation was very generic. For some stupid reason we were discussing things like the weather and traffic. After the meals came, there was very little talk at all. It was obvious that both of us were avoiding the subject at hand. We ordered coffee after the meal, and then Marsha cleared her throat.
"My husband's infidelities are an extreme embarrassment to me, Mister Woods. Normally, I am very adept at overlooking his follies, but since the divorce, I can see that this was a mistake on my part. There is nothing I can do to undo what has happened, however, I can prepare you for what might happen in the future. Frank is a very violent and vengeful man. If he feels that you were the cause of his problem, he will do everything in his power to get revenge. I realize that the whole thing is his fault, but he will not look at it that way. There is a possibility that he might be able to manipulate your wife to do things that you could not imagine. Even though she loves you, she might be more than willing to help Frank get even. I suggest that you do not trust her in any fashion, until you are sure of her. Do you understand so far?"
I simply nodded.
"I can guarantee that Frank will attempt to hurt you in some fashion in the very near future. My purpose here today, is just to warn you to be careful. I will do what I can to help, but that is little, I am afraid. The reason Mario is with me, is because of Frank. Mario is my brother-in-law, and is here until the family can straighten out my problem with Frank. Do you have any questions?"
I had a hundred questions, but shook my head "No."
We finished our coffee in silence. Marsha insisted on picking up the tab, and we went our separate ways. I was pissed off about everything before, but now I was scared.
Things were quiet at work. Joyce was dying to know what went on at the luncheon, but I didn't feel like talking about it. Brian's lawyer was busy setting up his bail. I felt like I should be doing something for Candice, but decided against it.
I took the afternoon off and went by Sharon's school. It only took a few minutes with the school administrators, to get permission for Sharon to graduate early. She was able to turn in her books and close out her locker in less than an hour. She would miss the graduation ceremony with her friends, but she didn't seem to care.
On the way home, I called work, and had Joyce sign me out on two weeks vacation. I didn't expect to be gone that long, but it made sense to have a small buffer. Sharon already had most of her things set aside that she was taking with her, so it was fairly easy to load the car. Under the circumstances, I would feel a lot better knowing that Sharon was a thousand miles away, safe in school. There was no problem getting her in the dorm early.
Old man McElhaney, across the street from the house, was more than happy to take in the mail and newspaper, while I was gone. It was a long days drive to get to Iowa, but with both of us driving, it went pretty fast. The drive home alone was a lot longer, or so it seemed.
Home, as I knew it, was no longer there. All that was left of the house, was a pile of burnt lumber, and a whole lot of yellow tape. I guess I should have given old McElhaney my cell phone number, before I left. It was late, so I grabbed a motel room for the night. There would be plenty of time in the morning to talk to the authorities. It seems that Marsha Toliver knew her husband pretty well.
After a hardy breakfast, I gave Joyce a call. Everything in the office was fine but Frank Toliver had been arrested. She didn't know much more than that. She said I owed her a supper. I called the Mapes house and Brian answered.
"Hey good buddy. Glad to see you are out of jail. I was hoping you could bring me up to snuff on what is going on. How come you are in the house? I thought Candice would have kicked you out."
"John, were you home yet? Your house is gone."
"Yeah, I know. I had to stay in a motel last night."
"Well, you are welcome to come over here. Candice and Julie moved in with their parents. Only problem is, Julie is in jail right now, along with her boyfriend."
"I'll tell you what, Brian. I'll come over later this afternoon, and you can bring me up to date on everything."
It was going to be a busy day. First stop was at the bank to see if I had any money left. Luckily, Julie hadn't got into that pot. I closed out all the accounts and credit cards. At least I would have some walking around cash. I canceled Julie's cell phone and paid the penalty. I didn't see any reason to change my cell phone number. After the trip, I figured nobody knew it anyhow.
I stopped by the police department to see if there were any papers I needed to sign or information to give. A guy in a suit and tie talked to me for about twenty minutes and I was gone. Old McElhaney did a good job for me. He watched Julie and Frank go into the house. He even wrote down Frank's license plate number. Julie carried out a couple of loads of clothing, and then they set the place on fire. They did it late at night, but McElhaney never misses anything. For once, I was glad to have a nosey neighbor. Julie admitted to the police, that they did it, but it was for revenge, since I had burned down Frank's house.
I called Brian and told him to meet me at Dreamland Bar-B-Q. I felt like treating. He brought me up to date in no time. Candice wanted a divorce. He agreed to it if she would drop the assault charges. Now they just had to wait for the proper time to pass. At this point, I didn't know if Julie wanted a divorce or not. I know that I did. Candice and Julie were living with their parents, but it was not a bed of roses. When their father found out what was going on, he blew his stack. Right now, Candice is at the house, recuperating, and Julie is sitting in jail, waiting for her father to post bail. I was enjoying the way things were working out. I called Sharon and told her about the house.
Joyce was glad to see me the next morning. I was able to catch up with all my work in no time. The company decided to let Frank go. I didn't know what reason they used. His break room cronies were avoiding me like the plague. I loved it.
Julie's dad called me to see if I could help out with her bail. I told him that the only way I could raise the money was with a second mortgage, which I was sure the bank would not approve. He didn't appreciate the sarcasm, but I think he understood. He must have been desperate to call me.
After lunch I stopped at my lawyers and had the divorce papers started. I called Julie's dad and told him that I would post the bail money, if she would sign the divorce papers. He seemed to appreciate that I had come up with a compromise that could help the situation. I told him that if he could convince her to go along with it, that I would have everything ready the next afternoon. An hour later, he called back with the OK.
The insurance company was up in the air about the claim. I insisted that Frank burnt down the house, and Julie was not actively involved, but they didn't buy it. I ended up backing off, so they could settle it in-house. I was a little numb at this point, and just wanted everything to be over.
Out of the blue, the company asked me if I was interested in a transfer to Huntsville. That was unexpected, but I was glad for the vote of confidence, since it was a nice promotion. Joyce wanted to come along.
Over the next month, things normalized. Candice recovered from her deserved beating, with a new respect for her soon to be ex-husband. Clayton Simmons was found beaten badly behind a local strip joint. He couldn't, or wouldn't, identify the person that did it. Brian and I joined the local health club that the girls used to go to. Two days later, two of the regular members decided to quit. We let our membership lapse after that.
For some strange reason, my automobile insurance company decided to compensate me for the loss of the Mustang. Although I bought it for Julie, it was still in my name. The homeowners insurance is still up in the air.
Julie turned state's evidence against Frank, and ended up with two years probation. Frank ended up with seven to ten years.
Next week, Joyce and I leave for Huntsville. I would love to tell you all about our whirlwind romance, but I will save that for another time. She wants me to buy her a 1969 Camaro. I am thinking about it.
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I was always fascinated by the large glass panels which separated the airplanes and the passenger terminals at airports. I couldn't imagine how they manufactured pieces of glass that large, and how they were transported and installed. Today, nothing was moving outside: nothing except the snowflakes. They drifted down like little parachutes, swinging from side to side: big, heavy, wet flakes of white cold. They started coming about two hours ago. That was shortly before I was supposed to be taking off on a three day business trip. The last message over the intercom indicated that the delay would continue for at least two more hours. It wasn't deep enough for the snow plows to get out, but it was too heavy for the planes to take off.
The Castlebury Airport wasn't that big, but it was at a convenient location to be used as a hub for different airline connecting flights. I called home a few times to let my wife, Marsha, know that the flight was delayed, but there was no answer. I figured she was out shoveling the walk. She thought it was better to shovel three or four times with light snow, than one time, with a thick cover. I was the one that usually did the shoveling, so I was sort of glad that she would get to enjoy it while I was gone.
Marsha and I had been happily married for twenty-two years. We had two sons in college, so when I had to take my trips, she was left alone. Once in a while, she would go along if it were an interesting location, but usually she was content to stay home. The best part of the trips were the "welcome home sex," when I got back. It always seemed to make the separation worthwhile.
Watching the snow had a slightly hypnotizing effect on me after a while. Stretching my legs seemed to be a good idea, so I wandered over by the VIP lounge. I recognized one fellow traveler sitting at a table with three other stranded souls. He noticed me as I entered and waved.
"Eddie, sit down and join the 'Cheating Hearts Club'." I remembered that his name was Duncan, but I had never met the rest of the bunch.
"I assume you are all Hank Williams fans?"
"Sorry, Eddie. You missed on that guess. Hi. I am Archie." The biggest guy at the table held out his hand as a gesture of welcome. The rest of the group quickly followed. "The truth is, we are all victims of cheating wives. When we figured that out, we formed the club. All this happened within the last hour, of course."
The explanation was accompanied with a chorus of moans and cynical laughter from around the table. The youngest guy in the group, who identified himself as Bryce, called the waitress over and ordered another round of drinks. They were about three rounds ahead of me at this point, so I was the only one who was completely sober. I was a poor drinker at best. As the newest member, I got to pick up the latest tab.
"Sorry fellows, I would be happy to sit and chat about your marital woes, but I can't join your club since I am happily married."
Cedric, the oldest member of the group, thought that was funny. After a sarcastic, but friendly laugh, he looked around the table. "I think our newest member is in denial."
It appeared that a little good-natured ribbing was the initiation to join the informal, impromptu group. But, I didn't mind.
After about ten minutes of generic chitchat, Bryce looked over to me. "So, Eddie, tell us. What is your loving wife doing as we speak, and what is your secret for keeping her happy?"
"Well with the snow coming down as it is, I assume she is out shoveling off the driveway."
"Why do you figure that she is doing that?"
"Well she is not answering either the house phone or her cell. She must be outside."
"Would she normally expect you to be calling her now?"
"No. I usually wait until I am settled in. Tomorrow morning sometime."
A low groan spread around the table after I uttered that. They were all expressing disbelief in my statement.
"What. What the hell are you trying to say?"
Cedric decided to speak up. "Let me get this straight. You leave the house, on a trip, out of town for a week, and your wife, all of a sudden, is not available on the house phone, or her cell phone. Does this happen much, normally?"
"What do you mean?"
"Think about it. How often is your wife in a situation where you can not contact her on one of the phones?"
"Never. That is why I believe she is out shoveling the driveway."
I was rewarded with another round of groans.
I took out my cell and dialed our home phone and Marsha's cell phone. There was no answer on either of them. I ended up having to contend with four smirks from four cynical drunks. The hell with it. I needed another drink.
I was trying to think of a way to get the guys to lay off of me for a while. "How did you vagabonds get to be so bitter about all of this? Lots of couples split up. It's not a big deal nowadays."
"Well, we all split because our wives had affairs. None of them were what you would call normal divorces, they were all the results of infidelity on the part of the wife."
"And how did you all find out about these 'affairs'?"
Archie sort of volunteered to go first.
"I was just getting ready to go to work one day, when I caught the tail end of a conversation my wife was having. All I heard were the words "hot tub," and "wine." For the past few weeks before this, my wife, Joan, had gotten into the habit of erasing the phone calls from her cell phone, immediately after she was done. I noticed her doing it, but didn't think anything about it, until this point. For some reason, things did not feel right. Between her recent attitude, and the bits from the phone call, I got curious. I waited until she walked out of the room and then picked up her phone. She had eight speed dial numbers. All of them were family or friends except the last one. I could not figure out why my wife would have the number of a nail salon pre-loaded into her cell phone. I wrote down the number and left for work."
I got the feeling some of the guys heard this story before, but I was anxious to hear the rest.
"My secretary had no trouble at all finding out who the "nail salon" phone number really belonged to: Todd Mitchell, a local real estate agent, and friend of the family. I made a few phone calls and discovered that only two motels in town had hot tubs, and only one room had been reserved for the day. I called my wife and asked if she wanted to meet for lunch. She said she couldn't because she had to meet her friend, Janet. Since that was bullshit, I figured she was going to meet Todd over the lunch hour. I loaded his phone number in my cell, and left for the Rainbow Motel."
Duncan ordered another round of drinks, but I switched to coke.
Archie continued with the account of his wife's dalliance. "Todd arrived at the motel, before I did, and parked his Mercedes in front of room 117. I parked a few spaces down from it. I only had to wait a few minutes, until Joan's Civic entered the back lot. I got out of my car and leaned on the fender. The expression on her face was unforgettable, as she recognized me. She knew that I had seen her, and had no option except to park and get out. She tried desperately to convince me that Janet was meeting her there and they were going to just drive one car to the restaurant. I didn't say anything, but just smiled. She stopped talking, and I took out my cell phone and dialed the new, pre-loaded number. When Todd answered, I said, "Joan is going to be a little late today, and they are towing your car away." My wife stood with her mouth agape as Todd jerked the door of the motel room open, to see what was happening to his Mercedes. By that time, I was standing by the door. When he rushed out, he tripped over my extended leg and fell right on his face. A swift kick to his genital area completed things. I quietly got into my car and drove to the lawyer's office. Six months later, I was a free man, and so was Todd."
"I take it that you had no idea anything was going on, until you happened to overhear part of a conversation?"
"That's right, Eddie. I found out later that they had been together for almost a year. I trusted my wife, and had no reason to doubt her fidelity. There is nobody more gullible than a loving husband."
Duncan stretched out in his chair, unsuccessfully trying to turn it into a recliner. "Maybe you should try your wife again, Eddie. She might be done shoveling by now."
When neither the house phone nor her cell phone got answered, I was rewarded with a round of moans and eye rolling.
Bryce leaned over the table. "Eddie, do you have a neighbor you could call, just to see if everything is Okay?"
After flipping through a small telephone book I had in my coat pocket, I called the old guy who lives across the street. He was retired and enjoyed being the eyes and ears of the neighborhood. Cedric ordered another round of drinks. He switched to coke also.
"Well, what the hell did he have to say?" I didn't notice who asked the question.
"Marsha left the house about two hours ago, just when the snow started. He hasn't seen her since. The driveway and sidewalk have not been shoveled."
As expected, a loud, long groan emanated from around the table. It was as if they were all saying: "I told you so." at the same time.
It was Bryce's turn to entertain the group. "Well, at least I saw it coming. I don't know how long it was going on when I started to pick up on the little things. Sadie and I had three kids in high school, and I was on the road far more than I should have been. The only good thing was that she kept the affair secret from the kids, and never brought the guy to the house. At least I think she never did. I finally faked an out-of-town trip, so I could check things out. It was pretty cut and dry. He picked her up at the mall, and they went to a motel, about twenty minutes from our house. I watched from the outside as they took the elevator to the third floor. I am a pretty laid back guy, but I will resort to violence if I feel it is necessary. I went home from the motel, and got a cooler filled with canned soda, a crossword puzzle book, a baseball bat, and a lawn chair. I took my time driving back to the motel."
Duncan ordered a large plate of nachos from the bar.
Bryce continued with his story. "The desk clerk gave me a funny look when I walked in, but he didn't say anything. I set myself up right by the third floor elevator door, and waited. I took a good leak before leaving the house, so I wouldn't have to leave my post. My reward came about two hours later. Sadie came out of the room with her friend, and immediately saw me sitting there. I recognized the guy as a neighbor from down the street. He was married with two kids. She ducked back into the room, and I could tell she pulled him along, by the way he moved."
"That wasn't it, was it?"
"No, but nothing exciting really happened. Over the next fifteen minutes he peeked out of the door several times. He decided to confront me, but when he walked out of the room, I stood up with the baseball bat in my hand and he quickly returned. Finally, the motel manager came up on the elevator. We argued for several minutes. He asked me to leave and I refused. He ended up threatening to call the police, and I told him it was a good idea. Twenty minutes later the police arrived. I told them that I feared for her life, and that she was being held against her will by a rapist. It was a ridiculous story, but it did get the cops into the room, to talk to Sadie and her boyfriend. Ten minutes later, the police came out of the room. Their demeanor had mellowed a little. In a quiet tone of voice, the officer told me that my wife was afraid to come out of the room, because of what she had done. She asked them if they could take her to her sister's house, but wanted me to leave, before she would come out. I left and went straight to my lawyer's office. She got the kids and the house, but I got my freedom. Sadie's boyfriend also found himself single, but not by choice."
Another round of drinks showed up. We had no news about the delayed flight.
"Eddie, do you have any close family friends or acquaintances that Marsha might be confiding in, while you are out of town?" Duncan was trying to be tactful, but the question still stung a little.
"Most of our friends are married. The only guy I can think it might be is one of Marsha's old college friends, who just came back to town, about six months ago. At first, she mentioned him several times, but lately she hasn't brought up his name at all. I didn't like him because he was a little smarmy."
"How friendly were they in college?"
It was my turn to groan. "He was a frat boy."
We all started digging into the nachos and Cedric started to tell us about his spouse.
"Julie and I were married twenty-three years. The kids were gone, and I was traveling a lot with the job. I was just returning from a three month job in Peru, when things went to shit. I got a nasty spider bite the day before I left to come home. The doctor gave me a prescription for an antibiotic, but I couldn't fill it until I got back. I had a local pharmacist who knew everybody by name. When I filled my order he asked me if I wanted to take Julie's prescription home also, since it was ready. That was no problem, but the pills were. I had gotten a vasectomy ten years earlier and my wife had gotten a prescription for birth control pills, two days before I left on my trip. She had planned it ahead."
I had a hard time following Cedric because I kept finding my mind wandering. His name was Travis Coats. He was good-looking and apparently rich. He drove a nice car and had a good job. I had his address and phone number in my little book, for some reason. I still felt he was a sleaze, but I could see where Marsha might find him attractive. The more I thought about it, the more troubled I became. I tried to concentrate on what Cedric was saying.
"I didn't say anything to Julie about the birth control pills. When I got a chance, I pulled the past few months cell phone bills and checked the calls. Twenty minutes after my plane took off, three months before, she made a call to Langford Landscaping. That was the guy who cut our lawn. Terry Langford moved up here from Kentucky with a wife and three kids. He started a lawn mowing service, and gave it a fancy name. Over the last three months, Julie called him almost thirty times. There were no other suspicious calls on the list. The next morning, I paid a call to Terry. He wasn't home, but his wife was more than willing to talk to me. It seems that Julie was paying Terry fifty dollars every time he came to the house and serviced her. His wife didn't like it, but said they needed the money to feed the kids. It was not his idea, but I still felt I needed some satisfaction. I told his wife I would be back the next day. By the time I got there the next morning, they were gone. I don't know if I was disappointed because I didn't get a chance at him, or glad he was gone. Two days later I served my wife with divorce papers."
We decided not to order any more drinks.
"Well, Eddie, what have you decided to do?"
"I know this sounds stupid, but it doesn't look like we are going anywhere for a while. Since the planes are snowed in, how do you guys feel about a road trip?"
"In this weather? You are off your rocker." Archie didn't seem too enthused.
"How far do you live from here, and what are you driving?" Cedric was a little interested.
"I got a four wheel drive Explorer, and I live less than an hour from here, even in this weather."
In five minutes, we were ready to go. Even Archie was okay with it. Bryce left his cell phone number with the ticket agent so we could be contacted. I had the Ford parked on the Marriott customer lot by the terminal. Duncan punched the address for Travis in the GPS and we were on our way. It could very well be a waste of time, but it was something fun to do.
"Duncan, you still have your story to tell and we are definitely a captive audience. Why don't you start?"
"It all happened about three years ago. My wife, Kelly, and I belonged to a civic club. We would get together weekend evenings for dancing, drinks, and a meal out. The guys usually ended up in the basement playing poker, while the women did whatever they usually do. This particular night started off badly when I noticed that Clayton Mankey showed up. Kelly and Clayton were close friends in high school, twenty-five years ago. In fact, they were a steady couple for at least two years. Clayton finished college and moved away, but I always had the feeling that Kelly still thought about him. They danced a few times, and I could tell they were trying not to be too obvious about it. I noticed that as they talked, Kelly would keep glancing in my direction. I always positioned myself so that it appeared that I wasn't watching them. Once I saw her say something and then look at her watch. I thought that this was interesting."
"Are we going to get all this in before we get to Eddie's place, Duncan?"
"Patience my good friends. I socialized a little, and found out that Clayton was staying in the penthouse at the Madison Inn. It appears he had done very well in the advertising business and didn't mind bragging about it. Trying not to be obvious, I also found out that he was driving a white Lexus. It was getting close to nine o'clock, when the poker game usually started. Kelly could always count on me being there, until at least midnight. I casually mentioned to my wife that I would be going downstairs shortly, and hoped she wouldn't mind. Of course, she had no objections. A few minutes later, I noticed her looking across the room at Clayton. She held up her hand, and flashed five fingers and then four fingers. He smiled and nodded. It wasn't hard to go out the back door, get my car, and drive over to the Madison. I parked in an inconspicuous spot and went inside. It was easy to observe the parking lot, and ten minutes later, the white Lexus pulled up. As Clayton escorted my wife to the lobby, I took the elevator up to the third floor. I waited patiently, until it started back down to the lobby. The expression on my wife's face when the door opened was priceless. I looked at Clayton and said: "I am going home early. When you are done with her, drop her off at the house." As I walked off the elevator, I could contain my anger, no longer. A swift right hand busted Clayton nose. He landed flat on the floor. Ten minutes later I was home, and ten minutes after that, a cab dropped Kelly off. She came in, looked at me and ran to the bedroom. Later that night, I drove myself to the emergency room and had my broken hand fixed. I never knew hitting a guy in the face, could hurt your hand so much. Four months after that, I was divorced."
"Wow. He did finish on time. Nice story, Duncan. Now, how close are we to the rendezvous point?" Bryce seemed to be getting anxious.
"Turn left in one point two miles, Eddie."
The closer we got, the more interested the group was. The snow was still coming, but a little slower. None of the streets had been plowed yet. It was actually pretty, but I was not in a mood to appreciate it. "Do you guys see that blue Focus wagon on the left?"
"Yeah. Is that it?"
I parked a few feet from the Focus and got out. With a quick swipe of my hand, I cleared the snow off the driver's side door, and opened it. She had left her purse on the passenger's seat of the car. Her cell phone was inside, and it showed three missed calls: all from me. By that time, all of the guys were out of the SUV.
"What are you going to do Eddie? Do you want to go inside? The five of us could give the guy a hell of a scare."
"That's a good idea, Archie, but I think I'll go low key on this one. Can one of you guys drive the SUV back to the parking lot?"



Duncan jumped in: "Hey, no problem. We can just back track with the GPS if we get lost."
About that time, Bryce's cell phone rang. The flight would be ready in an hour. We had just enough time to get back. Cedric and Archie got all the snow off the wagon, and we were on the way to the airport, in no time. I parked the Focus beside the Explorer, in the courtesy lot. I would only be gone five more days. By that time, Marsha would have figured out what happened. If she reported the wagon to the police, they would locate it with no trouble. I am sure she would be struggling to come up with some type of explanation, but it would be in vain. Tomorrow, I will contact my lawyer. In six months, I will be a member of the Cheating Hearts Club. The odds of all five guys getting together again was pretty slim, but we did have an interesting evening.
It took me over a year to destroy Travis. I called in all the favors I had coming from friends, over the years. He had built his career on slick talk, but didn't have the skills and knowledge to back it up. I would have loved to carry my revenge further, but he disappeared overnight. The house was sold, and I ended up having to give half of the proceeds to Marsha. She got no alimony or pension rights. Somehow, all of our friends and relatives, were able to find out the cause of the separation. Marsha was not happy.
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A Jake Rivers Invitational entry.
Note from Jake Rivers:
This is my fifth semi-annual "invitational." The initial one was based on the Statler Brother's song, "This Bed of Rose's." The second used the Marty Robbins El Paso trilogy: "El Paso" "El Paso City " and "Faleena." The third had stories based on the various versions of "Maggie May" or "Maggie Mae." The fourth invitational was based on any Country & Western song.
The current invitational is based on any song written or performed by Merle Haggard.
Regards, Jake
*
I WONDER WHERE I'LL FIND YOU AT TONIGHT
(Merle Haggard)
I wonder if I'll find you in some honky tonkin' bar
I wonder if I'll find the hidden place you parked the car
I wonder if I'll find you holdin' someone tight
Oh I wonder where I'll find you at tonight
It always seemed to take longer to get to the top. It was hard to tell if the guys were looking forward to the night off, or just pissed off that they lost two hours. Two hours into a twelve-hour shift and the methane alarm goes off. I still had the four sticks and their caps in the yellow bag hanging from my shoulder. There wouldn't be any blasting done tonight, and now I was stuck with the bag again. The magazine, where they kept the dynamite under lock and key, stayed open just long enough for the dogwatch to check out their daily ration. I would be taking the yellow satchel home with me again. It was a pain in the butt, but the pay differential made up for the inconvenience.
I grabbed my Carhartt from the locker and started out the door. I could make out the gray clouds rolling in over the mountains to the east. By the time I got across the parking lot, Marty had the truck warmed up and ready to go.
"Damn it, Travis. I don't understand why you can't get a beat up old truck so you'd at least have something to drive?"
"You know I can't afford it. Just making the payments on Donna's Mustang keeps me in the poor house. It ain't easy to feed three kids and a have a high maintenance wife."
"You are the most pussy-whipped guy I know. She's been wrapping you around her finger since grade school."
Marty was right. Donna latched on to me when we were both kids. She was pushy and bossy, but the prettiest little girl in the whole county. I put up with all her crap just to be with her. Somehow or other, it got out of hand.
We were barely out of the lot when the rain started coming steady. It was a dark, cold rain. You could tell it was going to last most of the night. The only good thing rain did, as far as I was concerned, was to wash the coal dust off the world. Of course, the farmers thought otherwise. The wipers on Marty's old F100 were slapping heavy and leaving big streaks across the windshield. The crack on the passenger's side started leaking on to the dash, like it always did. Yeah. That's just what I needed, a beat up old truck.
It was only fifteen minutes to the trailer park. The whole place turned to mud when it rained. It would have been nice if they at least put down some gravel once in a while. All we needed was a down payment to get out. The trouble was, every time I saved a little, Donna found something to spend it on.
"I'll pick you up tomorrow, same time."
"Thanks Marty." Marty and I grew up together. Neither one of us planned to work the mines, but that's how it ended up. He was going to join the Air Force, but they wouldn't take him without a high school diploma. I wanted to become a certified auto mechanic of some type. That didn't work out either.
"Hey Travis. Where is the Mustang?"
It's hard to miss seeing a bright yellow car, except when it is not there. I just shrugged and walked into the double wide as he pulled out.
My three boys were all sitting on the floor in front of the TV when I walked in.
"Where is your mother?"
Todd, the eight year old, just looked at me and shrugged.
"When did she leave?"
"About ten minutes after you left for work."
I got the distinct feeling I was interfering with their television watching.
"What did she have on?"
"Her red dress." One thing I knew for sure is that she didn't wear that dress to go to the supermarket. It was low cut and came above her knees. I will say that she looked good in that red dress.
I put my crib can in the refrigerator. It would still be good tomorrow. "Did your mother feed you before she left?"
Todd was the only one responding to my questions. "No. I fixed supper."
"What did you guys have?"
"Cocoa Puffs."
The three of them seemed transfixed to the boob tube. It was obvious that I was an unwelcome distraction. As far as I was concerned, Todd was not old enough to be watching himself, let alone his younger brothers. Terry was six and Shawn was going on three.
"Todd if you get a chance, put a clean pair of pants on Shawn. It's pretty clear that he pissed himself." I had a hard time believing that a three year old was not potty-trained yet. Donna was the type of mother that felt kids should raise themselves.
I grabbed a quick beer and took a leak. It was raining like hell outside, but I had an uncontrollable urge to go find my wife. I wondered where I'd find her at tonight? Everything was fine up until about four years ago. Donna started going out with her friend, Martha Lou. At first it was only once a week, while I stayed with the two boys. It slowed down some, while she was pregnant with Shawn, but after he was born she started up again. When I went on the night shift at the mines, she would get a sitter while I was working. About six months ago, she started leaving them alone.
Marty was right about one thing, I was pussy whipped. The entire time I was with Donna, I let her call the shots. She always made the decisions as to what we would do and where we would go. I really had no say-so about anything. She was so exciting to be with, that I would endure anything to make her happy. I guess that was my problem. The best thing about our relationship was the sex. I got more sex than any other guy I knew, and it was good sex.
In all fairness to myself, I did make an attempt to curtail her extracurricular activities but I failed miserably. Donna's daddy was a deputy sheriff when we got married, and shortly after that he was elected to the position as county sheriff. He never liked me. He let me know in no uncertain terms, that I was not good enough for his only child. I realize now, that he was right. I could not provide for her in the manner that she required
One night, before she got pregnant with Shawn, I went to one of the local honky tonks and attempted to force Donna to come home with me. I was not quiet about it. Her father showed up in less than ten minutes. Donna's dad was a big man and he was belligerent as hell. He slammed me up against the wall in the middle of the bar and informed me in front of a hundred people that if I ever touched his daughter again he would beat the living shit out of me. Donna was able to calm him down, and she did leave with me. That was the last time we ever had a discussion about her running around. After Shawn was born, she seemed to enjoy doing it, just to irritate me. A famous man once said, "All men live lives of quiet desperation." I don't know who he was, but he was one smart dude.
I looked at my three boys on the floor and decided I didn't want to do this anymore. It was still raining.
"Momma. It's Travis. I need you to do a favor for me." My mother and I were always on good terms, except when it came to Donna. She had a sixth sense about her, and never really warmed up to my wife. Donna was smart and pretty, but momma felt she was a sneak and not to be trusted. Looks like she was right also. Everybody was right, except Travis.
"Why aren't you at work boy? How do you expect to feed those three youngins, if you are taking off work?"
"Didn't take off. They shut down again because of the bottom gas. I need you and dad to come over and pick up the kids. I have to go out for a while and don't want to leave them alone."
"Where is your loving wife, boy?"
"I'm not sure."
There was a pause at the other end of the line. "You do what you have to do son. You know that your daddy and I will always back you up."
"Thanks momma." It's good sometimes to have family.
Donna had a cell phone, but I decided not to call her.
The boys were still glued to the television as I put my Carhartt back on and picked up the yellow satchel. I slid an old army surplus poncho over my head and stepped out into the rain. My sons never seemed to notice my leaving. Now I wished I had the old truck Marty was joking about.
It was less than a half-mile from the trailer park to the main street. Once I was on the asphalt the walking got easier. It didn't take long for the rain to make me feel worse than I was. The poncho only came down to my knees, so my Levi's were soaked in the first ten minutes. For some reason, my left sock was wet. I made a mental note to waterproof my boots again, when I had the time. The poncho was keeping my head dry, but the rain was blowing into my face. Every few minutes, I had to wipe away the water just to see.
Most of the bars were on the other side of town, naturally. It was an odd town. On one side of the main street was a railroad track and on the other side, all the stores. Of course, the stores were closed now, that is, the ones that were still in business. The street lights all worked fine and you could actually see the raindrops as they fell in front of the globes. Two cars stopped and offered me a ride, but I just waved them on.
The south end of town ended right before the interstate. The last place still open would be Joe's Truck Stop. It used to be Joe's Coffee Shop before they put the interstate in. They served good meals and hot coffee. The truckers liked it because the diesel was always a few cents cheaper than the big boys. Between where I was and Joe's, there were at least a dozen bars and half as many motels. On a night like tonight, I didn't figure Donna would want to drive too far. All I had to do was find a yellow Mustang. Too bad I couldn't afford a taxi to carry me around.
The rain was relentless. The thunder seemed to be moving away, but the water stayed. The first three bars were small, gloomy places where mostly older folk sat and sipped the same glass for an hour. Not the type of place Donna would seek out, but they still deserved a check. I stood outside and looked through the windows. The hot spots were down the road further, down where the neon lights seemed to shimmer in the wet air. My left foot was soaked now and started to get a little cold. I moved on, looking carefully at the cars. They all seemed to be gray until you got within 100 feet or so. I guess it was a trick that the night rain plays with your eyes. I never noticed it before.
The Roundabout was the hottest spot in town. When Donna and I went out, we always ended up at the Roundabout. I finally reached it, after several more dead ends. It was big enough that I was forced to go in. I stood by the end of the bar dripping wet, like a pitiful dog.
"Damn Travis, you look like shit. What the hell are you doing walking around on a night like this?" Walt was a good bartender and the owner of the Roundabout. He walked over with a smile on his face and handed me a dry bar towel. "Don't move Travis. I don't want to have to mop the whole damn floor up."
I wiped my face and ran the towel through my hair. Even with the poncho hood up, my hair got soaked. When I handed it back to him, I got a short draft in its place. I looked around the room and all I saw was a hundred people and Martha Lou. She had two guys with her, but looked to be alone.
"She left about twenty minutes ago, Travis."
I handed Walt the empty and gave a nod, just to let him know I heard him and understood.
"She was with Alvin Pittman. He usually goes to the Whispering Pines because they have parking in the rear."
I put the hood of the poncho back over my head, nodded again to Walt and stepped out the door. The rain was slowing down, but still there. The lightning was far to the west now and the thunder almost gone. It was only a ten-minute walk to the Whispering Pines. I found myself shaking my left foot every hundred feet or so.
The yellow Mustang was parked right next to Alvin's king cab duel wheel pickup. There were no lights in the back parking lot. I guess there was a reason for that.
I was only there for about five minutes. I was good at my job and took pride in my work. The walk back to the Roundabout seemed to go a lot faster than the walk to the Whispering Pines. The rain was down to a slow drizzle, so I shucked the poncho before going in.
It was obvious that Walt did not know how to approach me, or what to say. He was a nice guy and I know he didn't want to be remembered as the bearer of bad news. He had no idea what I was up to. I gave him a small smile to put him at ease and asked him to have the waitress ask Martha Lou over.
"What's up Travis? Why the hell aren't you at work?" Her voice reeked of sarcasm. It was all I could do to keep from smacking her in the face.
"Where is she, Martha Lou? Where the hell is Donna, and don't give me any shit."
"Well I guess she is home with your kids. Isn't that where she is supposed to be? Maybe you should take your sweet ass back there and tend to business."
Walt sensed the tension and handed me a beer in an attempt to cool things off a little.
I drank half of the glass and leaned towards the bitch. "I am going to find her and I will kill her and any guy she is with. Do you understand?"
All of a sudden the arrogance was gone. Martha Lou seemed genuinely impressed. That simply statement was totally against my nature as everybody in the county knew it. Walt looked a little shocked, but I noticed a small smile growing on his face.
"I said, do you understand?"
Martha Lou nodded, but not a word came out of her mouth. She was always quick with the retorts, but not today. As she walked to her table she looked back at me, twice. I handed Walt the empty glass. He insisted on shaking my hand before I left. He never did that before. Across the room, Martha Lou was frantically talking on her cell phone.
I picked up the poncho outside the door and dropped it, and the empty yellow bag, into the dumpster beside the bar. I wasn't trying to hide anything, because I had no intention of staying around. I am sure the mine would catch hell, because of the unaccounted for dynamite, but I wasn't planning on going back there either.
I figured I had about ten minutes to make it down to the truck stop, if I walked fast.
Joe's was busy as usual. The asphalt was still wet but the damn rain had stopped. I had to talk to three drivers before one of them offered me a ride. Houston sounded great to me. Just as we were entering the ramp to the interstate, there was a loud explosion about a quarter mile away. We watched the orange ball and black smoke rise up, visible even in the dark. My driver said a couple of words that I seemed to miss. He didn't notice the smile on my face as I looked out the window.
Epilogue: I had no trouble getting a job at the Pasta De Conchos mine near Palau. They were pleased to get a certified shot firer, after they lost several men. It seemed that I helped them meet some type of insurance requirements. The yellow Mustang completely disappeared, along with my loving wife. They had a memorial service, but there was no casket. Alvin was blown across the parking lot by the blast, and ended up splattered on the side of a dumpster. I felt bad about Alvin, but at least he had a funeral.
I don't imagine I will be able to go back home again, since there is no statute of limitations on what I did. Since blasting is a federal offense, the ATF is also interested in finding me. Mom and dad are bringing the boys down this summer. At least I don't have to wonder any more.
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I was sitting still, as if I was paralyzed, as my wife of twenty-five years, explained to me why she was handing me divorce papers. I was only hearing about half of what she was saying.
"Gary, are you listening to me? You look like you are in a daze. Pay attention, will you? This is important."
"I'm sorry. My mind drifted off for a minute. What were you saying again?"
"The terms are straightforward. There is nothing to contest. I am asking for nothing. Do you hear that? Absolutely nothing. You keep the house, the cars, and all the money in the bank. If you sign it, everything will be over in three months."
I did not know what to say. Marcie and I had been married since high school. We had raised two, beautiful twin daughters. Cindy and Sandy were both at Columbia studying International Banking. We had a nice house in the suburbs and we both drove Volvos. Marcie had her own credit cards and cell phone. I denied her nothing. I never cheated on her, or abused her verbally or physically. She had never indicated that she was unhappy or complained about anything. There was no way I could have prepared for this. I never noticed that anything was wrong. Maybe that was the problem: I wasn't paying enough attention.
"I understand the mechanics of the divorce, Marcie, but can you tell me why? I guess it is too late for me to do anything about it, but I'd like to know why."
Marcie sort of slumped in the kitchen chair. It was apparent that she did not want to discuss the reasons why, and was hoping that I would just sign the papers and let her get out.
"Just give me the short version, Marcie. What the hell did I do wrong?"
"You didn't do anything wrong, Gary. You were a perfect husband. I sometimes hoped that you would screw up so I would have a reason to leave, but you never did. You did a great job raising the kids and getting them into college. You always gave me everything I wanted, even if sometimes I was unreasonable. You bought me a beautiful house. My parents love you. Don't ever feel that you did something wrong, because you didn't."
She looked good for forty-five. She had a nice complexion and perfect hair. It was light brown and she had highlights that glistened in the sunlight. She jogged regularly and her body was nicely toned and tanned. She was a "Lands End" type of girl during the week, but was glamorous when she had to be. Marcie was as perfect as she claimed I was. I just could not understand the reasoning behind it.
"I'm sorry. It doesn't make sense. There has to be a reason. You can't say that everything is fine and then leave. There has to be a reason."
"Gary, I am trying to do this without hurting your feelings and without making myself look like a sleaze. Can we just leave it at that?"
"No!"
"Gary, I found somebody else. He is a developer. He has a nice condo overlooking the river and drives a beautiful black Mercedes. He is good looking, rich, and is madly in love with me. You are, and always have been, a produce clerk in a supermarket. I am not demeaning your job because you always took care of us and always made enough for the family to be comfortable, however you will always be a produce clerk. I wanted more. I couldn't see you doing that for me. You were always content with what you did, and I could not see you trying to improve."
That hurt. I was the manager of the produce department and she still thought of me as a clerk. When I had had the chance to advance and move out of town, I had turned those opportunities down to keep the family together; now look at how I was being rewarded. It hurt, but it was not worth mentioning.
"Does this rich, good looking guy, have a name?"
"Clayton Manning. He is the president of the Keystone Development Company."
"How long have you known him?"
"Six months."
"Have you slept with him?"
Marcie sat straight up in her chair. Her eyes darted around the room and finally she looked me in the face. " Yes. I was trying to avoid the subject, but since you insisted on bringing it up, yes."
"You were still married."
"Yes, I was still married. I cheated on you. I was an adulteress. I was a whore. Are you happy now?"
I sat for a moment and then reached over and grabbed the divorce papers, I signed three places, initialed two, and pushed them back across the table to her.
"I guess he is a better man than I was. Sorry for the disappointment."
I got up and as I was walking out of the room, Marcie cried out: "No damn it. That was not the reason. He was not better than you, just different. Don't you dare go away believing that Gary, don't you dare."
By that time, I was out the door.
I was so wrapped up in my work and hobbies, that I had not even noticed that Marcie had been gradually moving her things out of the house. By the time she presented me with the papers, she had moved most of her clothes and personal items to Clayton's condo. She thoughtfully left all the wedding pictures and family photographs for me to enjoy in her absence.
When I returned to the house, she was gone. Her Volvo was still in the driveway, so I assumed she wouldn't need it anymore. She left a power of attorney to sell the house and her car on the kitchen table. I spent the rest of the night getting rid of the beer that was in the refrigerator.
I figured it was a done deal by this time. There was no going back and I had no desire to. Marcie was gone and she would stay gone. The next morning I called into work and took three months of overdue vacation. They were always nagging at me to take time off, so I didn't have any problem. I had plenty of vacation time and sick leave accrued. I made a quick call to the girls at school and briefly explained that we were splitting, but refused to give them any other information. They wanted to call Marcie, but I didn't have her new phone number. I had three months to get myself together and to decide what I was going to do.
I had the landline phone disconnected. I had my cell phone number changed and cancelled the one Marcie had. The Volvo dealer gave me low book value for Marcie's car. I had a friend from high school, Terry Davis, who was now a real estate broker. He agreed to sell the house with no listing, for a low price with a quick settlement. Just to be sure, I cancelled all the credit cards and opened new bank accounts. I cashed in my life insurance policies. It was time to clean house.
I went over the entire house and gathered together everything that might have belonged to my wife. There was enough stuff to fill three trash bags. I packed the girl's personal belonging in boxes and took them to a storage unit near the house. I spent three hours sorting through the family photos. I put all the pictures of the girls in a box for them. All the pictures with Marcie went into the trash. It was juvenile, I know, but I didn't give a shit.
The big problem I had, was a lack of direction. I had no idea what I was going to do after the three months were up. Would I stick around or move away? Would I continue working or find something new? I had two hobbies. I collected coins, primarily Indian head cents. They were easy to collect and readily available. I bought and sold on eBay and enjoyed myself doing it. My second passion was geocaching. It gave me an excuse to get outdoors and get some exercise. Marcie hated it because of the ticks, poison ivy, and walking required. I didn't see how I could make a living with either of my pastimes.
When I wasn't busy with my hobbies, I spent my time with the Wall Street Journal. Cindy and Sandy gave me a subscription every year for Christmas. I had no interest in the stocks or bonds, but read everything concerning farm commodities. I knew more about sugar, wheat, and corn than most market analysts. Of course, it was just a hobby. I had no money invested in any of it.
I researched everything available on Keystone Development and Clayton Manning. Terry Davis was able to get more information on Clayton and his present project, than I could. He was crosschecking some of the information with a friend of his, at one of the local commercial banks. I was anxious to see what he came up with.
Seven weeks had passed. I had not seen or heard from Marcie the whole time. The girls called every week, but they had not heard from their mother either. I got the feeling that they were on my side, but Marcie was their mother, and I am sure they would have to support her to some extent. I had several yard sales and unloaded a ton of stuff. I kept just enough furniture in the house so that it would show fairly well to any prospective buyers.
Marcie and Clayton had their picture in the society section of the Sunday newspaper. They were at a political rally, enjoying wine with the local movers and shakers. Several more weeks passed.
Terry got me an offer on the house. It was pretty low compared to the appraisal, but they wanted to close in sixty days, which would be perfect. He had some interesting background on Clayton and wanted to talk about it. We set up a date for lunch.
I decided to get out of the house for a while. I needed a break.
Hayes Mountain was one of the best places in the area to hike and geocache. Unfortunately, I had found all the hides there. There were however, three benchmarks on the mountain. Benchmarks were survey reference points placed all over the country by the government. Surveyors and land developers used the benchmarks to put out property lines. They come in several forms, but usually they are metal rods embedded in concrete. Finding benchmarks is an interesting side game for serious geocachers. I figured that today, I would get the three of them on the mountain. In addition to my GPS, I would have to take my metal detector. Finding a piece of rebar in the woods is difficult and I needed all the help I could get. The GPS would get me to the approximate area.
Most of Hayes Mountain was part of the Madison Land Trust. It was close to two thousand acres, but they were always looking to add to it. Subdivisions and industrial parks were taking up most of the available land and the Trust had to survive on donations. There was an orchard and farmhouse beside the Trust parking area with a big "For Sale" sign in the front. After parking the car, I found myself wandering over to the fence by the orchard, just to look. It seemed a shame to think that in a short while, this beautiful property would probably be bulldozed over, to make way for progress.
"You going to buy it or just look at it?" I couldn't help but smile at the old guy walking toward me. He wore coveralls, but instead of a straw hat, he had on a John Deere baseball cap. He introduced himself as John Smerd.
"Well, if I had a million, I would be more than happy to take it off your hands." We both got a snicker out of that.
"You are not going to have any trouble selling this, are you?"
"Well, I got people interested, but I am trying to hold out as long as I can."
"Why is that?"
"I was hoping that the Land Trust would buy it, but they can't seem to come up with the money. They want to let the fruit trees go natural, which is fine with me. It beats the hell out of the developers who want to doze it over. I think it would make a fine addition to what is there now."
"How can the Land Trust compete with the big boys?"
"I gave them a better deal. The listing is for a million even, but I will let the Trust have it for six hundred thousand. Trouble is, they can't seem to be able to raise it right now. If they can't do it in ninety days, I'll have to take the option from the damn developer. That son-of-a-bitch calls me every week and I am getting tired of it."
" An option isn't a sale, is it?"
"No. The buyer buys a promise from me, to sell him the land in the next six months for the million dollars. He pays a hundred thousand for the option. If he can't raise the million, he forfeits the option payment. It is a good deal for me, I guess, but I just don't want him to have it. He has the million locked up, so he will be safe. The trouble is he has to get all six properties to make the deal work. That is why he is willing to pay more than the place is worth."
"What happens if you don't sell him the option?"
"He will lose his ass, lock, stock, and barrel. Since the Land Trust can't raise the money, it looks like Keystone has a sure thing. However, if he doesn't get this piece, he will lose the whole deal, including the money he paid for the options on the other five parcels. That's probably close to a million. His backers will walk away and leave him hanging."
"If I had the money, I'd help you out."
"Yah, that's what they all say." We both had another laugh and I left to take my hike. I found his reference to 'Keystone' to be interesting.
The benchmarks were a mile apart. That was, 'as the crow flies'. On the mountain, it was twice that. The first two were fairly easy to find and were standard surveyor markers. The last mark was a lot older and a lot harder to locate. When I finally zeroed in on it, I found a small, brick monument with a bronze plate fastened to it. It was buried under years of leaves and debris. I took a picture of it to post with the log. That is when my life changed. The metal detector was still on. As I walked away from the marker, it started to beep. It was faint, but it was definitely there. I put the headset on and started scanning the area about ten feet south of the benchmark. I finally zeroed in on it and carefully started to probe. You don't normally find metal in the middle of the woods
Five minutes later, I had a small iron box. It was wrapped in a heavily oiled piece of canvas. There was a lot of surface rust, but the box itself was still solid. The lock was heavy bronze but was still doing its job. Quite often, finds of this type on public lands, are considered treasure and must be turned over to the government or some historical agency. For some reason, that option did not make sense to me today.
I dropped the box in my pack and left for home.
On the drive home, I couldn't help but think about what was in my little box. Gold coins, was the first thing that came to mind. Maybe it was full of important documents from the civil war or earlier. The possibilities were limited only by the size of the container.
I cleaned off the kitchen table, got out a Foster's, and studied my find. I hated to destroy the lock, but I could not figure out how to open it otherwise. I had no idea if the mechanism inside the lock was still functional. I decided the lock would be sacrificed. My bolt cutter did a quick job of it.
Inside the box was another piece of the oiled canvas. I carefully unwrapped it, and found twelve pennies. Why would anyone go to the trouble to bury twelve pennies? They were not regular, everyday, pennies: they were old large cents. The newest date was 1814. The oldest was 1793. Despite their age, you could easily read the date on each of them. Amazingly, there was no green corrosion on them, which is common on old copper coins. I never bothered to collect large cents, because I felt I could get more for my money by buying the newer, Indian head cents. I did, however, have a book my grandfather left me, called Penny Whimsy. It was all about the different types and die varieties of large cents. I found it dull, since I didn't have any of them. It had been on the shelf collecting dust for close to thirty years. Tonight, it would get good use. I was up till sunrise with my grandfather's book and a magnifying glass. My scanner made beautiful, high definition pictures of each of the coins. Every die crack and scratch was perfectly displayed, and the condition of each coin was evident.
I slept until noon. I called work, just to check in. They told me that Phil Williams, one of the company executives was asking about me. They didn't know any more than that. I had other things on my mind, so I didn't pursue it any further.
A trip to the bank would be necessary to obtain a safety deposit box. After several hours on the Internet, I realized that my pennies were worth several million dollars. It wasn't their age exactly, but their condition and die variety. I now knew why drug dealers had to go to so much trouble to launder money. There was no easy way to turn my precious coins into hard cash. More work would be required. As I was eating breakfast at the IHOP, I noticed another picture in the paper of Marcie and Clayton at the opening of a new art gallery. She was wearing a black cocktail dress and holding a glass of wine or champagne. They were both smiling for the camera. My next step became clearer in my mind, as I looked at the picture.
After getting the safety deposit box, I called John Smerd, and asked him to hold off on making any decisions about the land for a few days. He seemed pleased with the phone call. I drove to the Land Trust office, and ask for information about how to make a donation to the organization. They were overjoyed to help me.
It would be four weeks until the divorce would be final. For some reason, I felt that this time frame was important. I spent the rest of the day researching coin dealers and auction houses. I wasn't looking for advertisements, but for litigations. I finally zeroed in on Towers and Burnes, in New York City. They had a strong financial position, and seemed to be able to handle controversial sales, with little problem and low publicity. I made an appointment with them for Monday afternoon. I called the girls and told them to keep Monday morning open so we could have lunch together.
The front of the Towers and Burnes office was a glitzy showroom. There was a lot of glass and lights. Display cases held the standard variety of collectibles and the walls were covered with other numismatic supplies. I identified myself and was led back to a far less showy section of the building.
"Welcome to New York, Mister Simmons. I understand you have a few interesting coppers to show us. Is this your first time to the city?"
I sat down in a straight back chair across the desk from James Towers. His picture was in the ads, but now he looked about ten years older. "Thank you. My daughters are both attending Columbia, so I have been here before, but never on business. I am not questioning your knowledge of coins, but do you happen to have someone on your staff that specializes in early copper coins? If so, I think their presence would be beneficial."
"I am not that sensitive and I think it would be a good idea also." He leaned toward an intercom on the desk." Marie, have Cookson come into my office please." Maurice Cookson had published several reference books on large cents and half cents. I was pleased with his availability. Mister Cookson also appeared older than his pictures. I guess nobody likes to look old.
"Gentlemen, I have twelve special coins I am offering for sale.
I hope to sell four of them today and leave a fifth one with you for your consideration. The seven other coins I am holding for later. If everything goes well today, I will offer them to you also. I know this seems unbelievable but I think that six of the coins will fall under the condition census status. I am sure Mister Cookson will determine if I am close or not. Since condition census cents do not come on the market often, I was hoping you would be interested."
"Where did these coins come from?"
"My grandfather left them to me when he died."
"I don't want to be insulting Mister Simmons, but that story is difficult to believe. What do you have to show us?"



I slid four photos across the desk. Each held an obverse and reverse photo of one of the coins I was offering today. They were about five times normal size and extremely clear. James and Maurice spent several minutes going over each picture. Finally, James spoke. "What did you have in mind for these four?"
"A quick check on the most recent auction results let me to believe that about one million three would be in the ballpark."
"I was thinking one point one, but your figure is not out of the question." Maurice did indeed know his pennies.
" I only want eight hundred thousand for the lot, but it must be handled in a special way."
James leaned back in his chair and smiled. I think we can handle that. How special are you talking about?"
I had a form letter that I had picked up from the Land Trust explaining how to donate land. I gave it to Mister Towers along with the real estate listing for John Smerd's orchard. "I want you to buy this piece of land and donate it to the Madison Land Trust. The price is six hundred thousand dollars. You get a very nice tax deduction and become humanitarians. The rest of the money, I'll take in cash."
"Give us a minute please." James and Maurice walked to the other side of the room. After a few minutes, Maurice left. James came back to the table. "Do you have the coins with you?"
"Yes. I also have the fifth coin that I would like to leave with you."
Mister Cookson came back to the table with a purple Crown Royal bag. This time he was speaking. " We are willing to meet your terms on the first part of the deal and we are hoping you can meet ours on a second part." He then dumped the purple bag out onto the desktop. It consisted of almost a hundred miscellaneous coins, mostly gold, but some silver. "The retail price on this collection is close to three hundred thousand. For several reasons, that we will not discuss, it is difficult for us to sell them. You, however, will have no problem. I understand that you have sold coins on eBay before. Is that correct?" I simply nodded.
"These coins, that you also got from your grandfather, should sell easily, and we will both come out ahead. I assure you that you will have no difficulty." This was said with a slight wink.
I gave it a moment's reflection and then agreed to the arrangement. I handed over the four pennies to Mister Towers and we all shook hands.
"Now Mister Simmons, tell us about this fifth coin."
"I held a photo in my hand and looked at Mister Cookson. "What is the highest graded 1793 strawberry you ever saw?"
"I never actually saw one, but I believe the highest graded is a Fair 12."
"I graded this one as a Good 8, but I am not a professional." He wasn't looking at the picture; he was looking at my face as I said that.
Both of them were trying to see the photo at the same time. Cookson had a big smile on his face and I could see dollars signs in Tower's eyes.
"How much?"
"Best offer, if you can figure out how to pay me."
"Would you like a cup of coffee, Mister Simmons?"
"Sure, black would be fine."
They both left the room with the picture, and a few minutes later a young lady brought me a cup of coffee. "Mister Towers will be with you in a few minutes. He had to make some phone calls. Will you be all right?"
I nodded yes and started to enjoy my coffee.
It was thirty minutes later when Towers came back into the room with an absolutely beautiful lady. She had dark eyes, raven hair and looked to be Middle-Eastern. I guessed that she was no more than thirty. She was well dressed and carried herself with authority. I thought for a second that I recognized her, but could not remember from where.
"Hello, my name is Letisha Rothberg. Do you have a passport, Mister Simmons?" Her voice was deep but still feminine.
"Yes."
"Good. We are leaving for Kennedy shortly, so that we can get you a new offshore bank account. Do you have something to give to Mister Towers?"
I gave James the 1793 strawberry and he looked like a little boy at Christmas. "Thank you, thank you," he said as he left the room. We had not arrived at a price, but I still had seven coins that Towers wanted. Mister Towers agreed to hold the small bag of coins until I returned.
An hour later, Letisha and I were on a plane to the Cayman Islands. She didn't talk much. Several photographers were anxious to take her picture when we arrived at the airport. She seemed annoyed with them, but still smiled nicely. I had no idea what the interest was. It was my first time flying first class and it ended way too soon.
A bright yellow, mini SUV was waiting for us at the terminal. My hostess did not hesitate to jack her skirt up to her thighs as she slid into the driver's seat. To my embarrassment, she caught me sneaking a peek at her tanned legs. She seemed amused at my discomfort. Twenty minutes later, we were parked in the lower level of a medium-sized condominium type building. Letisha Rothberg owned the entire building, but kept the top floor as a private suite.
"Can I get you anything, Mister Simmons?"
"A beer would be nice." The view of her leaving the room was as good as the flash of leg at the terminal. It was not my nature to ogle young women, but Letisha Rothberg was special.
We walked out to a small balcony overlooking the ocean. It was pretty, but the wind was a little too much for my taste. I guess she was trying to impress me with the grandeur of the location. It was beautiful, but I was more interested in the new bank account I was getting.
"You don't speak much Mister Simmons. Surely, there must be a few questions for which you would like to have answers?"
I found it odd that a woman of her class and position would be drinking beer out of a bottle. I could picture her sipping champagne or a martini, but not beer. She was not going to have that figure long, if she continued
"I usually find it better to wait things out, but I guess you could tell me why we needed to come here to open a bank account."
"It is a simple, safe, and secure place for you to receive money. I think it will work out well for you."
"It's only one coin."
"Yes, but you have seven more."
"I am sorry, but it still seems like a little overkill."
To my pleasure, we went back inside, out of the wind. "Could you accept this? I brought you down here to make you my sex slave for a few days."
I have to admit, the unexpected comment did bring a smile to my face. I automatically recognized it as bullshit, but still found it humorous. She had a sense of humor, she was good looking, and she was rich. What more could a man ask for? If only I was ten years younger. "It's not nice to tease an old man."
We both enjoyed a mild snicker at the situation. "Come on, Mister Simmons. Lets go get a few fresh lobster's for supper." We finished our longnecks and started out the door.
The restaurant and the meal were outstanding. I didn't really enjoy the wine my hostess selected, but tried to be gracious. It didn't work.
"What's wrong with the wine, Mister Simmons?"
"I was that obvious? I'm sorry. It was an unintentional, sort of reflex action. When I was eighteen, I got drunker than a dog on cheap white wine. I was never more miserable before, or since. Every time I smell or taste white wine, I get nauseous. I can't explain it."
"That's good wine, but don't worry about it." Five minutes later we had two cold longnecks.
Oddly enough, there wasn't much conversation during the meal. We each finished up with a fruit sherbet and a coffee.
"Tell me about yourself. Are you married? Do you have any children? What do you do for a living? We have all night and I am dying to know what brought us together."
"That's a lot of questions. I have two daughters. Both of them are at Columbia getting degrees in International Banking, or something like that. I don't really know. I just pay the tuition."
"That's interesting. I have a Masters from Columbia and I am one of their guest lecturers. I must meet both of them. Did you see them this morning?"
"We had lunch together. They hate it when I cause them to miss classes."
"You must have been married young to have two girls in college."
"That sounds like the kind of line a guy would use."
I felt comfortable with this Mediterranean beauty. I could have talked all night with her.
"I am presently estranged from my wife. That's an odd word. I never thought I would be in a position to use it. She left me for a wealthy, wheeler-dealer. I think he builds shopping malls or business complexes. In any event, he has a fancy car and a big apartment. She told me that she had decided to trade up. The divorce will be final in about four weeks."
"That's a stupid reason to leave a good marriage. I am assuming that everything was fine up until the time she met this guy."
"I guess. She was never really happy with my choice of work. I had several opportunities to advance, but she refused to move. I was not happy about it, but decided it was necessary to keep the marriage going. Now, I feel like a sap."
"And what is it that you do?"
There was an awkward pause on my part. How do you tell a beautiful, rich, successful woman that you are a produce manager at a supermarket? She noticed my discomfort and reacted accordingly.
"It's not important. We can talk about it later."
"No. That's Okay I am not ashamed of what I do. It is just that being a supermarket produce manager is not the type of job that impresses the ladies. It doesn't bother my daughters, but my wife used to purposely forget to mention it to people. I could tell that it bothered her."
"Do you like what you do?"
"Yes, and I am good at it."
The server brought some more coffee and cleared the table.
"Mister Simmons, I realize that you have only known me for a short period of time, but I think first impressions are important. Very briefly, what is your first impression of me?"
The question put me in an awkward position. If I answered honestly, I could alienate her and if I tried to butter her up, I felt sure she would see through it and tab me as a phony. What to do? What to do?
"Briefly, I see you as beautiful, intelligent, well-educated, and confident."
Her head was tilted slightly down and her eyes were looking up at me. I noticed a small grin. "I was hoping for some honesty."
"I am sorry, but we were having such a pleasant evening that I hated to ruin it."
"Is your true opinion of me that bad?"
"I don't want you to get upset with me."
"Maybe that is why your wife left you for another man. If you hadn't always tried to please her you might have had a stronger marriage."
It was a mean thing to say, but I have to admit there was a sliver of truth to it.
"Miss Rothberg, I believe you are cunning and manipulative. You use your beauty and charm to get what you want. You are used to getting your way, and I sense that you are a little bit of a spoiled brat. You play with men, but have a fear of commitment. Apparently, you know how to make money as well as spend it and invest it, wisely. If you weren't so obsessed with proving that you were as good as any man, you would probably make a good mother."
I felt bad after I said that, but she pissed me off with her comment about my marriage. We just sat and stared at each other for a few moments.
"Do you really think I would be a good mother?"
The mood suddenly lightened up tremendously. Everything was pleasant again on the short ride back to the condo. I knew that she heard everything I said, but she seemed to accept it with no argument. She wanted the truth, so I gave it to her. The fact that she didn't get upset made me feel better about being honest with her.
My night as Letisha Rothberg's sex slave turned out to be a little boring. It is hard to have sex in separate bedrooms. It was Okay, since I wasn't expecting anything, anyway. I was the first one up the next morning, and found a breakfast of fruit, Danish, and hot coffee, waiting along with a copy of the Wall Street Journal. The wind had died down, so I enjoyed myself on the balcony overlooking the Caribbean. I could get used to this.
Letisha joined me after about twenty minutes, and grabbed part of the paper, in a jokingly way. We sat in silence, reading and sipping coffee, as if we had been doing it for years. I knew this woman less than a day and everything about her felt natural and comfortable.
"I am afraid my phone will not work here, and I really feel that I should call my daughters."
Letisha handed me her cell phone. "Be my guest."
"Cindy, It's Dad."
"Where are you? Is everything Okay? The cell phone says London."
" I am in the Caymans and everything is fine. I just thought I should let you know, since I didn't go straight home, that I am staying with a friend. I had to use her phone."
"Your picture was on TV last night. They showed you getting on an airplane with Letisha Rothberg. What the hell are you doing with Letisha Rothberg?"
"She's the friend that I am staying with. What is the big deal?"
"Why are you with her?"
"It's Okay. There isn't anything sneaky going on. I don't understand your concern."
"Dad. That woman is a barracuda. She eats men for breakfast."
Letisha was bringing in the breakfast tray from the balcony. As she passed by, I couldn't help myself. "It's my daughter Cindy, in New York. She said I should be careful because you are a barracuda."
Of course, Cindy heard me say this to Letisha and made a loud moan over the phone. I could make out Cindy and Sandy having a quick discussion on the other end.
"Why are you there? How do you know her? When are you coming home?"
Before I could answer any of her questions, Letisha was standing there with her hand out, waiting for me to hand her the phone.
"Hi Cindy, this is Letisha. Your father has told me about you and your sister. I will be in New York tomorrow and would like to have lunch with the two of you. Where can I pick you up?"
Of course, I had no way of knowing the other side of this conversation.
"Who is the professor?" (pause) "No problem I'll pick you up from the classroom at eleven. Okay, I'll say 'goodbye' for you. Bye now."
Letisha handed the cell phone back to me. "Your daughter said 'goodbye'. I'll be having lunch with them tomorrow. I promise to be nice, even though they think I am a fish." She gave me a little giggle and with a swish of her butt, she went to her room.
An hour later, we were in the Cayman Federal Reserve Bank. Under the experienced tutelage of my hostess, I got my first off-shore bank account, and twenty minutes later, I saw one point four million US dollars wired to my new account, from Towers and Burnes. I thought it was a fair price for a two hundred and fifteen year old penny.
That afternoon, she had a friend take us out to feed the manta rays. At supper, I asked her why she was working for an outfit like Towers and Burnes and found out that she owned sixty percent of the company.
"What else can you tell me about yourself. Apparently you are a major player on the world financial scene and I am embarrassed to say I know nothing about you."
"I was born and raised in London. My father is Israeli and my mother is Turkish. I have an MBA from Columbia. I am not married, but I have been engaged twice. I have not had a serious relationship in over three years. I have learned not to trust men who show any interest in me. I guess you could say I am cynical, but I feel that most of them want something from me, and have nothing to offer in exchange."
"That's sad. I was hoping to get a ride back to the condo. Does that mean you don't trust me?"
"You are supposed to take this seriously, you big jerk."
"I'm sorry if I appear insensitive. I didn't mean to be. I guess I am having a hard time relating to your problem. I'll try and do better."
"Okay, lets lighten up. We have a party to go to."
We ended the evening at a cocktail party in one of the larger hotels. Everyone knew her and treated her like a celebrity.
I spent the evening trying to stay more inconspicuous than I already was. I still had on the street clothes I wore to New York. I had not anticipated a side trip to the tropics. Letisha seemed obligated to escort me at first, but I convinced her to enjoy herself and let me blend into the woodwork, where I felt comfortable. She tried, but kept checking up on me most of the night.
Somehow or other, I found myself chatting with a couple of Latin gentlemen, cattle ranchers from Argentina. The conversation started off about soccer and then graduated to fishing. At least it was in English, I assume, for my benefit. One of them remarked on how attractive Letisha looked, not knowing that I was her escort for the evening. I felt a little flattered. My contribution to the chit-chat consisted mostly of smiles and nods. I was not knowledgeable enough on any of the subjects to add anything significant, until Ramon Duarte brought up the subject of investments.
He was interested in winter wheat. I listened to him explaining in great detail about why he was going to move a lot of his money into something that he obviously didn't know anything about. I got the impression he was quite wealthy and I became a little confused as to how he got that way. I usually pride myself on having a poker face, but it appeared that this time, I didn't have it.
"Mister Simmons, I can tell from the expression on your face that you don't agree with me on the winter wheat investment."
I got caught. I was supposed to remain unseen and unheard. My cloak of invisibility had failed me.
"I am sorry Ramon. I am afraid I am not an investor and I don't understand the complexities of the whole thing." I called him by his first name, because it felt awkward to address him formally.
"Maybe so, but I get the feeling that you do have an opinion on the subject. I am going to pick away at you until you share it with us."
I was trapped. I tried to display a small smile. "I need a fresh drink."
For the next hour, the two gentlemen carefully listened to the green-grocer from Alabama, explain how the excellent winter wheat crop in Alberta and Saskatchewan would more than make up for the poor crop in the States. The Canadian Grain Board had rented all the available grain silos in North and South Dakota to hold the excess, and was even reserving railroad grain cars for short-term storage. Within the week, the futures of winter wheat would start to drop and would continue to do so until the market stabilized. Both Canada and the States would be forced to unload wheat overseas.
I was running out of clever things to say when Letisha walked up. Ramon and his friend were flattered that she joined our little group and truly surprised when she grabbed my arm and led me away.
"What the hell was that all about, Gary?"
"We were just talking about food; you know groceries."
She gave me a little smile, as we left to return to the condo.
The next morning we flew back to New York, where a group of photographers were more than eager to get pictures of her arrival. A courier from Towers and Burnes handed me a small package, containing the coins I had left behind. Letisha and I said our goodbyes, and I walked to the commuter terminal for the flight back to Huntsville.
The divorce was still proceeding as planned, as was the sale of the house. Phil Williams, from the head office, left me several messages to call him. There were asking me again, to consider relocating to the corporate headquarters in New York. This time, I accepted. John Smerd left a message also. He wanted to get together for lunch. I cleaned out my locker at work and wished my replacements good luck. The newspaper had a picture of Clayton and Marcie attending a Bar-B-Q for one of the local politicians. They looked like the perfect couple.



It took me a whole day to get all the coins in the bag from New York scanned and identified. Since I now had three weeks until I had to leave, I decided to list them on eBay as soon as possible. Everything should be fine as long as I didn't get any deadbeats. It took a full day to post the listings for the coins, and to prepare all the envelopes and blank shipping labels. All the money would go to my PayPal account and from there to my new offshore bank. Now, I had the weekend to relax.
My Friday lunch with John Smerd was interesting. John was extremely pleased that I had stuck it to Clayton, but he was unhappy that I had gotten nothing out of the deal. It would have been too complicated to explain it to him. Lunch went great and before he left, he gave me the deed to five acres of land on the outskirts of town. He and his wife were leaving for Florida and he wanted to clean house before he left. No good deed goes unrewarded.
Shortly after John and I parted ways, my cell phone rang. Cindy and Sandy were arriving in Nashville in two hours. I had just enough time to drive up there to pick them up. Flights to Nashville were half the price of the flights to Huntsville, and the girls were on a budget. I had no problem getting there or picking them up.
Cindy could not wait to tell me about Letisha. "Advanced Corporate Finance was being taught in the lecture hall, to over three hundred students. In the middle of the lecture, the professor stopped to introduce Letisha to the students. She just showed up, as if she owned the place. She talked to the class for about ten minutes and then announced that she needed two students for a power lunch at the Weston Hotel. We couldn't believe it when she called out our names."
"So did you like her?"
"She is amazing, Dad. How the hell did you get to meet her?"
"Well, she said she was looking for a sex slave and I was her first choice."
Sandy hit me on my shoulder. "That's not funny. Get serious, will you?"
"What did you talk about at lunch?"
"She asked about our classes and school stuff."
Sandy giggled a little. "She had a lot of questions about you. In fact Cindy and I pretty much agree that she was interested in more than a friendly relationship."
"I am over ten years older than her and a couple of dollars poorer. Sorry girls, but she is totally out of my league."
"Dad, she can have any man she wants. Why you? Think about it and give us a clue. As far as we are concerned, you are perfect, but Letisha Rothberg doesn't know you like we do."
"Apparently, your mother didn't know me either."
Things got quiet for a few minutes. My comment about their mother went over like a turd in a punch bowl. It was not my intention to turn my daughters against their mother, and I regretted saying what I did. "I am sorry, girls. That didn't come out right. Your mother is a fine woman and I have no right to talk that way."
"No worry about it, Dad. We understand more than you think."
Things were quiet for a few miles and then as soon as we hit the Alabama state line Sandy's cell phone started to buzz.
"Hello." (pause) "We got in about an hour ago. Everything is fine." (pause) "You are kidding." (pause) "That sounds great. I'll tell him. Thanks for the call. Bye."
I noticed in the rear view mirror that Sandy was giving Cindy a thumbs-up sign. "What was that all about?"
Sandy leaned over the front seat of the car. "Guess what, Dad? Letisha is arriving in Huntsville, Tuesday morning. She said you owe her a nights accommodation and she expects breakfast in bed."
It was flattering to hear the news, but I felt like I was being pressured by Letisha, and now by my daughters. It all sounded fine, and I was hoping that I was up to the task, in more ways than one.
The weekend with the girls went great. They spent Saturday afternoon with their mother, but did not get to meet Clayton. I asked them not to mention Letisha. We sorted through all the stuff they wanted to keep from the house. By the time they left, we had it all figured out. I prepaid the storage on the unit until they finished school. On the drive back to Nashville, they made me promise to try and be companionable with Letisha. When I asked them what they meant, Cindy said: "Just don't piss her off." That was simple enough. They were excited about my transfer to the city.
I still hadn't figured out what Letisha wanted with an old man that didn't even own an Armani suit.
When I got home, it was time to relax with a beer and the Sunday newspaper. There were no pictures of Marcie and Clayton this week, but there was a small blurb that the Keystone Development Company was having problems arranging the financing for a local project. Winter wheat futures had suffered a record drop in price. That was interesting.
I called Terry Davis and asked him to come over. It wasn't lunch, but I figured we could talk over a couple of beers. Clayton Manning had a checkered past to say the least. For the last several years he was either broke or riding high on the hog. He spent a lot of time moving, to stay ahead of creditors and friends who loaned him money. His new project was starting to tank. Backers and investors were disappearing. I never remembered beer tasting so good.
Monday morning turned out to be better than anticipated. The coins that I had up for auction were doing far better than I had expected. Cookson had estimated the value of the coins at approximately three hundred thousand dollars. It didn't look as if they would get that high, but they were well on the way to exceeding two hundred thousand.
In a little over two weeks, I would be a free man. Three months ago, that would have seemed devastating to me, but today I was looking forward to it. The people who bought the house had arranged financing and were ready to close. I thought it was funny that Marcie felt so comfortable with Clayton, that she didn't need any of our joint assets. I wondered if she realized how slippery her future was.
I had a settlement meeting with the people that bought the house at three o'clock. The check for two hundred thousand went straight into my offshore account. They had no trouble with my staying in the house another week. It worked out well for both of us.
The next morning, I got a phone call before I even had coffee. An unknown individual formally notified me that Ms. Rothberg would be arriving at 10:45 am on Delta flight 724. I got there thirty minutes early. Yes, I was a little anxious. Somehow or another, a couple of Paparazzi found out that she was coming, and were waiting outside the terminal. I tried my best to be inconspicuous. I parked the car in the short-term lot, because I was not expecting all the attention. Rather than waiting for me to pick her up, she opted to walk with me to get the car. Of course, the photographers got my license number and the cat was out of the bag. I was not used to the hullabaloo, but it didn't seem to faze Letisha at all. She apologized to me for it on the ride to the house. I couldn't help thinking that when she got off the plane, I had wanted to give her a kiss. Silly old man!
I was embarrassed by the sparseness of the house. Over the last few months, I had gotten rid of as much as I could. What was left were just bare-essentials that the new owner agreed to assume responsibility for, after I was gone. My guest seemed amused at my attempts to apologize.
There was nothing in the house to eat, so we made a quick trip to the local Taco Bell: her choice. I promised her Dreamland ribs for supper. It was nice to be with a woman who had a healthy appetite.
"Letisha, I am glad you're here, but I don't understand why. I figured you would be getting back to business."
"This is business, silly. I understand you are moving to New York next week. You need a place to stay, and I have a spare bedroom available. I am here to help you pack. A truck will be here tomorrow morning to move anything you can't get into your car. No furniture, please."
"Just how did you find out I was moving?"
"That's what I do. If I keep track of the little things, the big things take care of themselves. That's bullshit, but I always wanted to say it."
"Are you conspiring with my daughters?" I tried to give her an innocent little grin when I said that, but it was difficult for an old man to appear coy. Her offer was unexpected, but I couldn't figure out any reason to reject it.
"Of course. Now let's pick up a few boxes so we can get packing."
I felt that she would be more comfortable sitting in a boardroom or a bank somewhere, but she seemed to be enjoying herself just being with me. I still felt a little uncomfortable because of the age difference.
We ended up throwing out more stuff than we packed. She had definite opinions about my wardrobe and refused to listen to my pleas for mercy. Once I was settled in New York, she promised to take me shopping for proper clothes. When we got finished, there were more boxes than I could fit in my car, but not enough for a moving van. I hoped she ordered a small truck.
I kept my laptop and small inkjet aside, to handle the eBay auction items. We were just getting ready to go for supper when a new surprise arrived.
It was an auto delivery van that parked in front of the house. Letisha and I watched as the driver, in a spiffy uniform, climbed down from the cab with a clipboard.
"Are you Gary Simmons?"
"Yeah."
"I have a delivery for you. Where do you want it?"
"What the hell is it?"
"A car. It's from a Mister Ramon Duarte. Is there room in the garage?"
The space in the garage that used to hold Marcie's Volvo was empty. I pointed in that direction and nodded my head. I noticed that Letisha was holding her hand to her mouth and snickering. I am not sure, but I think she was amused at my bewilderment.
Five minutes later, I was looking at a shiny, orange, sports car sitting beside my antiquated Volvo.
"What the hell is it?"
With great pride, the delivery guy said, " That is a 2008 Lamborghini Gallardo Spyder, superleggera model. Isn't it the most beautiful thing you ever saw?"
Letisha was having a hard time controlling her laughter. She wasn't being loud or anything, but she was definitely enjoying herself. I signed the delivery form so that the spiffy uniform could go home. I had no idea what I was going to do with my present, but I knew I was not going to be taking it to New York with me.
"Get in the Volvo, little Miss funny pants."
My guest was still smiling as we backed out of the driveway.
I ordered a full rack of ribs and two Foster's.
"Would you be kind enough to explain what is going on with the car?"
"Ramon went short on winter wheat. Everybody thought he was nuts. When it started to drop, he started doubling up on the contracts. In less that a week, he made over forty million dollars. He was happy about the money, but he was ecstatic about the comments he got regarding his smart move."
"Well, good for Ramon. I just hope he didn't mention my name."
"He wanted to give you credit, but not without your approval. He thanked me for bringing you to the party and asked me for your address. I didn't know he was going to do this, however."
The ribs arrived, and I watched in fascination as Letisha doused several of them with Tabasco, before digging in. God, I loved this girl.
"You know, I am going to send it back in the morning, don't you?"
"I figured as much. Don't worry about it. Ramon will not be offended. He would have gladly offered you money, but probably figured you would refuse it. This way, you will feel a little more obligated to keep the cash."
Because of the Tabasco, we were forced to order a few more beers.
I was enjoying myself and I was not anxious to go home. I would have given anything, at this point, to spend the night in bed with this beautiful, young vixen. I envied the suave, debonair, lover boys who could talk any girl in the world into bed within five minutes. The best I could hope for was a good night kiss. We couldn't dally all night, so eventually; I was forced to drive home.
The next morning was absolutely wonderful. All my anxieties had been for naught. As soon as we had entered the door, Letisha had taken my hand and led me to the bedroom. Because I was a true gentleman, I did everything I could think of to make sure her needs were satisfied first. I was rewarded with the greatest night of sex in my sheltered life.
The breakfast in bed consisted of juice, coffee, and Danish.
"I am sorry but under the circumstances, this is the best I can do."
"It is as good as I could hope for."
Trying to eat off a tray in bed is awkward. After a few giggles and several rearrangements we retreated to the kitchen. Breakfast in bed sounds neater than it really is.
"Letisha, I hate to ruin the mood, but I really am interested in why you picked me? I have very little to offer and you deserve so much."
"I have been burned many times by slick, debonair, lover boys. I will not fall into that trap again."
"Oh, I see. You are attracted to me because I am not slick or debonair."
My guest found that to be funny and give me a slight laugh. "Gary, I was impressed with the deal you made back in New York with James."
"I was just selling some coins."
"Not that silly. I found the agreement you proposed to buy the 'Trust Fund Land' to be intriguing."
"You believe me to a philanthropist?"
"Oh, not at all. I see you as a cunning bastard who took advantage of a unique situation to stick it to your wife's lover."
Of course this brought a great smile to my face. I was amazed at how clever she was and how well she concealed it.
"Was that wrong?"
"No, Gary, it was ingenious. I was impressed and wanted to know more about you at that point."
"You couldn't have possible known what I was doing back in New York."
"I knew what you did, but didn't find out why, until several days later."
"You were checking me out?"
"Of course, I am not stupid."
I have to admit the ego boost was refreshing.
Unfortunately, Letisha had an early morning flight back to New York. I hated to see her go. She left me with a happy heart and a key to her apartment.
The Lamborghini dealer couldn't get down to pick up the car until the next day. That was Okay, because I had no intention of driving it anyhow. The movers came with a small truck and picked up my things to go to New York. Terry Davis called to let me know that Keystone Development was having serious financial problems. It seemed that Clayton had mysteriously lost almost all of his backers, almost over night. Rumors were abounding that some people were calling in markers, which Clayton had outstanding. That evening I got a visit from my almost ex-wife.
"For what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?" I couldn't help being a little bit sarcastic.
"I need to talk to you about a few things."
"I am leaving in a few days, but I'll help you with whatever I can."
"I wanted to borrow my old Volvo, but I noticed it was gone. What is that orange car in the garage?"
Things were starting to get interesting. "I am sorry, Marcie. When you said that you didn't want your old Volvo, I sold it back to the dealer. He might still have it, if you want to check."
"Shit." I never heard Marcie use that term before.
"The orange car was a gift, but I am returning it tomorrow anyhow. I can't see myself driving something like that."
"The sticker on the window said two hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars. Who would give you a gift like that? Your new girl friend?"
"No. It was a cattle rancher from Argentina that I helped out a few weeks back. It was just to show his appreciation. So, what else can I help you with?"
There was a pause in the conversation. I could tell that Marcie had more to say, but was unsure of how to bring it up.
"Would you like something to drink? I have beer and some diet soda."
"No, I can't stay long."
"How did you get here anyhow? I don't see a car."
"I took a cab."
"Gary, you said you are leaving in a few days. Would it be all right if I stayed in the house for a while?"
"The house is sold. We had the closing yesterday, and the new owners will be moving their things in this weekend. They are letting me stay until Friday, but that's it. What's wrong with the condo by the river?"
She didn't answer that question. There was a short lull and then she asked: "What happened to the money you got for the house?"
Things were really getting interesting now. I was beginning to enjoy the way this conversation was headed. "It's gone. You clearly stated that you didn't want any of it. What money there was, I used to set up a new apartment for when I move."
"Where are you moving to?"
"New York. I got a promotion and a big increase in salary. I have to be there on Monday." I had no intention of telling Marcie that I was going to be living with Letisha. I also had no intention of telling her about the bank account in the Caymans.
"You never told me what happened to the condo."
"It was only leased. The lease ran out, and the owner did not want to renew it."
"Where are you living now?"
"We are staying at the Holiday Inn until Clayton can get a new place lined up."
"Oh, I see." Now I understood why she wanted to move into our old house.
Marcie seemed a little bewildered. She wanted to ask for help, but didn't know how to approach it. I could tell she was in trouble. There was another lull in the conversation.
"Is there anything else I can do for you?"
"Can you give me a lift back to the Holiday Inn?"
The first half of the ride was quiet.
"I understand you have a girlfriend. Tell me about her."
"She's not really a girl friend, but more like a business associate."
"What kind of business. You aren't in any kind of business."
"You're right. I am just a produce clerk in a grocery store. I can't fool you, can I?"
Marcie was quiet. She looked out the window and I heard her whisper to herself: "Bastard."
This was the point where I could have released all my frustrations. It was a great opportunity to let her know how much the photos in the newspapers had hurt me. Instead, I just smiled to myself.
She was in bad shape and I was redeemed. I felt bad about it for a moment, but it quickly passed.
I dropped her off at the motel entrance. She walked away and never looked back or said goodbye. I hated to say it, but I felt a small sense of satisfaction.
It was turning out to be a good week. Thursday morning, I unexpectedly received my final divorce papers. They were early, but who was I to complain. There was a picture on the front page of the Huntsville paper of Letisha Rothberg, arriving at the airport. Yours truly was holding her arm. A copy of the paper is delivered free to each of the rooms at the Holiday Inn. Marcie could read it with her breakfast. I was sure that Clayton would explain who Letisha was to her.
I emptied out the safety deposit box at the bank. My seven pennies would come in handy in the near future. I thought that Letisha would ask about them while she was here, but she never brought it up. All our conversations were strictly social. If she was interested in me for business reasons, she never indicated such.
I had 'Buy-It-Now' prices on all of the coins I had up for auction. Over half of them sold at that price. I spent the rest of the day packaging the coins that closed, and getting them ready for the post-office. The rest of the auctions would be closing before noon on Friday. If all the PayPal payments went through, they would all be in the mail that afternoon. Any malingerers would just have to wait until Monday.
Early Saturday morning, I was on the road. Most of the money in my PayPal account was transferred to my Cayman account. I also left a small amount in PayPal in case I saw something I just had to have. The people who bought the house were pulling up just as I was leaving. It worked out well for both of us. The trip up North would take about twelve hours with no delays.



Letisha was at the apartment and promised to have a home-cooked meal ready when I arrived. I wondered who would be cooking it. It was nice to know that I was still virile enough to win the heart of such a beauty. I had no doubts that I would be able to live up to any of her expectations.
I had just crossed the Virginia state line on Interstate 81 when Cindy called. It seemed that Clayton Manning had skipped town and left Marcie with no car, no place to live, no money, and a big motel bill. I asked Cindy what she thought I should do. She laughed and said: 'smile.'



        First Edition

        Did he steal her or save her?

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/first-edition

Title: First Edition

Author: PAPATOAD

Category: Non-Erotic

Description: Did he steal her or save her?

Tags: cheat, romance




Thanks to the Hip and Knee Doctor for editing assistance.
*
It was four years since my wife died and three years since my kids started working on me to move. It was their contention that the family home, where they were all raised, was too big for a single man, alone. I held out for as long as I could, but knew that in the end they were right. I had no desire to live with any of my offspring and they didn't really want me any way. I have to admit that as I got older, I got more ornery. Most of the time I was Okay, but I developed a short temper and a lack of tolerance for people who acted like assholes. Hell, why not? I spent my whole life being nice to people I didn't like, just so I could be socially acceptable. It didn't matter any more.
After an agreement was finally reached between my children and me, I started to get ready. The hardest thing to do was to get rid of my stuff. You would be amazed at all the junk a person can collect over a lifetime, especially if they spent most of it in the same house.
I was a little disappointed that I couldn't pawn more of it off on the kids. My son, Robert, the lawyer, took my Snap-On Tools and my daughter, Marcie, the doctor, agreed to take her mother's china. She was going to hold it for her daughter. Darcy, the teacher and the oldest of the group, took the grandfathers clock that had been my father's. I think they each took something so that I wouldn't feel bad. I had a yard sale every other week, over the summer, and finally had a wholesale, used furniture broker come in and make me a bid on what was left. It was sad to see my whole life gone, with so little fanfare. I was a little depressed and a little pissed. I wasn't mad at my kids, because they were doing the right thing. I was mad at myself for getting old.
Black Water Village had a buy-in requirement. The money from the family home covered that. I had a little left over because I opted for a studio apartment type unit. It was only one room and a bath. There was a small kitchen area big enough for a coffee pot and a microwave, but no stove. I wasn't planning on doing much cooking, since meals were included in the exorbitant monthly fees. There was also a small, under the counter, refrigerator that was perfect for my Foster's. Unfortunately, the full-sized bed dominated the room. The kids surprised me with a new HD-TV and a leather recliner. What more could a man want? A computer would have been nice, but there were several with Internet connection in the common area, available for use.
It didn't take long to adapt to a routine. Since I was always an early riser, I was able to doing my morning walk with no interruptions. It was usually just one lone lady and myself, circling the perimeter of the facility. She would smile, but avoided making eye contact. I had seen her in the main building several times, but had no idea who she was. She always wore stylish walking suits. Her hair was shoulder length and silky like a shampoo commercial. It was mixed, silver and gray. I was impressed that she was confident enough to do that. Most of the women dyed their hair ridiculous colors, in an attempt to look younger. The minimum age to get into the place was sixty-five, so it seemed stupid to me. I never understood vanity.
Eventually, I found out that my walking companion's name was Eleanor.
Eleanor was married to Frank Stryker, a retired Air Force Colonel. The Strykers lived in the biggest unit in the whole complex, and he flaunted that fact every chance he got. Just looking at the man, made my blood boil. He was the epitome of arrogance and I got pissed off every time I was around him. From what I could gather, Eleanor was a fine woman and her husband treated her like shit. He didn't abuse her or anything like that, but took her for granted and always talked to her in a demeaning way. If I had said some of the things he said to my departed wife, Emma, I would have gotten a cast iron skillet to the side of my head, and deserved it.
Now, you wonder, how did I get all this good information? The ratio of single women to single men in communities such as Black Water was very off-balanced. As soon as an unattached man moved in the vultures descended. I am being a little mean. These women are not vultures by any standard, just lonely widows hoping for a little attention. Metaphorically, circling doves would not work as a descriptive term. I was lucky enough to have a lovely female companion at every meal. It was not hard at all to get them to talk about the other women. Unfortunately, I had to learn a lot about women I didn't care about, in order to learn a little about Eleanor.
Frank Stryker liked to brag. He was always ready to expound on his magnificent military career, his great athletic skills, and his collection of fabulous memorabilia. After a few hours on the computer, I discovered he was not a Colonel in the Air Force, but a reserve Lieutenant Colonel. At the completion of twenty years, he was given a free promotion bump to Colonel, but never served in that rank. He never saw combat and spent his entire career as a supply officer. Now, please understand that I am not demeaning his position or his service, but questioning the way he presented himself and his status to other people. If you listened to Frank, you'd soon believed that he single handedly won the war in Viet Nam.
I had no trouble at all getting Frank to show me his fabulous collection of expensive crap. He had one whole room set up with display cases and shelves. I got to see his Mickey Mantle baseball card, his signed O.J.Simpson football, and a hundred other pieces of sports collectables. On the wall hung a perfectly framed etching by Whistler, aside of a Peter Max lithograph. Two scrapbooks held pages and pages of autographs and signed pictures. He was obsessed with possessions, and bragged about every one of them. Eleanor sat quietly with a book as Frank methodically escorted me through the whole unit. The most interesting thing I noticed was the double beds.
Several weeks passed. Eleanor and I still walked every morning, but never together. There was barely a nod of recognition between us. My relationship with the ladies of the manor was steadily improving, and I used the time to improve my social skills. I also spent a lot of time watching and studying Frank. There were things that he was actually good at. He played a great tennis game and was almost a pro at golf. One night, a large group of us went bowling and I was again amazed at his alley talents. I was looking for a weakness that I could exploit and maybe use it to get closer to Eleanor. I wasn't finding any.
Evening time at Black Water was slow. Most of the residents watched television or a movie. There were a few cards games usually underway, and some of the ladies played Mah jongg, which I never understood. Franks seemed to enjoy cribbage and to my surprise, Parcheesi. Emma and I spent many a quiet evening hunched over the Parcheesi board. She was deadly. I never realized how strategic the game was until my wife destroyed me, again and again. It took months, or better yet, years for me to be able to hold my own with her. On two occasions, I got so mad that I actually tore the Parcheesi board in half and threw it across the room. The next day, I would sheepishly bring a new one home and apologize to Emma for being a shit. After the kids left home, we stopped playing for some reason. I don't remember why.
The only thing I brought with me of any value was my first edition of Mickey Spillane's The Big Kill. It wasn't worth that much, but I kept it because I had bought it new and it was one of the few books I actually enjoyed reading. The grammar was terrible and it was evident that they didn't have proofreaders back then. It is amazing how many books he sold, considering. After thirty minutes on the computer, I found several autographs of my favorite author for sale. I printed out three of them and spent the rest of the evening practicing my forgery skills. I never did get it right, but hell, Frank wouldn't know that. Now I had a signed first edition. That had to be worth something.
The first thing I did was mention, and show, my new prized possession to a few of the cronies that hung around with Frank. It didn't take long for him to approach me.
"Stanley. I understand you have a first edition Mike Hammer novel. I was wondering if I could get a look at it?"
I hadn't said anything to the other guys about the signature in the front of the book, but I made sure that they saw it. "Be glad to Frank. I've had the book for over forty years and it is my pride and joy."
The Colonel spent a good five minutes looking the book over. He checked the spine to see if it was tight and carefully read the publishing info in the front. It's too bad he didn't know more about forged signatures. "That's a nice piece Stanley. Would you consider parting with it?"
"Well Frank, I don't need the money, but I might be interested in a trade or something like that. Why don't you think on it, and maybe you can come up with something to titillate me with."
I knew I brought that book with me for some reason. It wasn't a great reason, but it added some excitement to an otherwise dull existence. Over the next few days, Frank tried to get me to compete in various activities, all which he clearly excelled in. He was trying to set up a betting situation, but never did mention what he was planning to offer on his side of the wager. I was more interested in games than athletics. Poker was his first choice, but I still didn't respond. I was holding out for Parcheesi. It really didn't matter, because I was planning on losing anyhow. I just felt that I could put on a more convincing show at something I was good at. The day came when he made the offer and I reluctantly accepted. By this time, many of the residents had gotten wind of the bet. I wasn't too keen on having an audience, and agreed to one observer to clarify, or attest to, the terms of the wager, but not to observe the playing of the game.
The big day arrived and Frank was cocky as hell. He had no doubt that he would trounce me and was already strutting. We sat ourselves at a secluded table in the common area and reviewed the rules of the game.
"Mister Stryker, I am putting up my First Edition Mickey Spillane novel as my side of the bet. What are you offering?"
"Mister Clark, I made several proposals to you over the last few weeks and you rejected them all. I assume you have something in mind, so I guess I will have to hear what it is and decide from there."
I thought it was pretty neat the way we were addressing each other formally. It added a sort of ceremonial touch to the bet.
"I am willing to wager my book against one evening with your wife, Eleanor."
That got a definite reaction out of my opponent. Not a violent one, but one of amazement. With out saying a word he was expressing astonishment at my audacity. Franks friend, who was sitting with us to clarify the betting terms, was also taken aback a little.
"That's ridiculous. You don't seriously think I would bet my wife against a stupid book do you?"
"Charlie, do you mind leaving Mister Stryker and I alone to discuss this like gentlemen?" Charlie got up and left after getting a nod from the Colonel. He walked across the room and was soon in deep conversation with the group of observers that had gathered. My plan was working perfectly.
"I didn't mean to get you so upset Frank. What I propose is innocent enough. All I want to do is take Eleanor out to supper. No hanky-panky and no strings attached. I am going nuts in this place and need to get out for an evening. I have eaten meals with every lady in this complex, except Eleanor. She is the only one who could make it special for me."
"Just supper, that's all?"
"I promise and I'll even let her pick the restaurant. Of course you are going to have to approve this and make sure it is Okay with her."
"That's no problem. She will do whatever I tell her." When he made that statement, I knew I was doing the right thing. He didn't care about her. She was just another possession to him. Frank looked over at Charlie, and gave him a thumbs-up. We were ready to start the game.
Did you ever play the game when you were kids, where one person would whisper a statement to another one and then it would be passed down the line though ten or twenty people? By the time it reached the end, it was nothing like it started out to be. I was sure that the terms of our bet would get back to Eleanor in the same fashion. Now, all I had to do was wait to see what the results were. I could win or I could lose, but at least I had a chance.
The game went as expected. Stryker was good, but not that good. I had two opportunities to block and run to the finish, but passed on both of them. I was able to offer him the same situation, but he didn't even see it. We played twice as long as we should have. After his victory, I handed him the book and congratulated him on a good game. The seed had been planted. I slept well that night.
It was a beautiful morning and I never felt better as I started my walk. Before I knew it, a fuming Eleanor Stryker was blocking my way, with her hands on her hips.
"Who the hell do you think you are embarrassing me that way?"
"I am sorry, but that was not my intention."
"Did you really think that I would be willing to have sex with you just because my stupid husband lost a bet?" The rumor chain worked just as I had hoped.
"He said you would do anything he told you to do."
"What!" That definite got a rise out of the otherwise demure woman.
"I wouldn't make something like that up." I couldn't tell her that I sort of took it out of context. When poor Frank said that, he was talking about supper, not sex. It was to my advantage to let her think the way she was.
"Why would you bet such a valuable book on something you could never get?"
"I would bet everything I had to spend an evening with you. It was a no-brainer." She was still furious but seemed deep in thought. She let out a low growling sound as she turned to leave. "Don't ever humiliate me like that again, you arrogant SOB."
As Eleanor Stryker walked away I was wondering why she used the initials SOB instead of just saying son-of-a-bitch. I finally got to meet the new woman of my dreams.
Mildred Stubblebine was my breakfast companion for the day. She was not as talkative as normal and had a funny little smile on her face for most of the meal.
"You have something on your mind Mildred. What is it?"
She leaned over the table and giggled a little. "Stanley, were you really going to do her? If you had won the game, were you going to have sex with her?"
"Shame on you. Why would you ask me such a thing?"
"We all had our fingers crossed. We were cheering for you to win."
"Why?"
"We thought it would be good for her. She needs a little attention."
"I think you are a bunch of dirty old ladies." I had a big smile on my face when I said that. "Besides, a gentleman never tells." I grabbed the last triangle of toast and winked at Mildred as I left the table. It was nice to have the support of the ladies for my campaign.
Mildred was beaming ear to ear as I left. She had enough information now, to monopolize the conversation at Black Water for the whole day.
I didn't see much of Frank that morning. I skipped lunch and grabbed the shuttle to Wal-Mart. I needed to pick up a few things and I was trying to avoid any more inquisitions, like I had with Mildred earlier. Things were fine right now, but it would be easy to screw up. I zapped a TV dinner and watch a couple of movies in the room, before turning in.
It was eleven o'clock when I heard the faint tapping on the door. Eleanor Stryker was standing in the doorway, with an anxious expression on her face. I stepped aside and let her come in, standing there in my boxer shorts. The only light in the room came from the hallway and the red glow from the clock. I closed the door just as she dropped her bathrobe and climbed into my bed. No words were spoken between us.
At three AM, the hallway light hit me in the eyes again. My nighttime visitor left as quietly as she arrived. The four short hours we spent together were magnificent. The fact that we did not say anything during the entire time made it even better.
I slept through breakfast, and was surprised by a visit from three of my ladies, with Danish, juice, and hot coffee. They didn't say anything either: just smiled. I was still in my boxers.
The relationship that Eleanor and I had was never talked about. She would visit me at least twice a week. My door was never locked. The Colonel seemed to mellow out quite a bit. The bravado was gone. He spent more time on the golf course, sometimes playing two rounds a day. We never talked again. His circle of friends seemed to get smaller and smaller as weeks passed. About six months after our Parcheesi game, Frank Stryker died of a heart attack while playing golf in Bermuda.
They took two busloads of us to Indian Town Gap for Colonel Stryker's military funeral. I tried to stay inconspicuous. Eleanor was seated up front with her two sons and a daughter. The sons appeared to be as arrogant as their father. The daughter looked liked she had a broomstick shoved up her ass and sucked lemons for breakfast. It was sad to see that such an elegant lady had such dip-shits for children. I was thankful that I didn't have the same problem.
Frank Stryker's sons wasted no time loading his collectables into their cars. The daughter didn't seem to be interested in any of the things. She spent all of her time with Eleanor. All I could do was observe from afar. Eleanor didn't come to the dining room that night.
When I heard the knock on the door, I knew it wasn't my lady. She had become accustomed to just walking in. The lemon sucking, broomstick was standing there, and not smiling.
"Stanley Clark, I am Norma Stryker, Eleanor's daughter. Can I have a moment of your time?" I was afraid to refuse her.
"I am trying to get my mother's affairs in order before I return home. There are just a few loose ends to tie up before I go."
"Would you like a beer?" I was amazed when she nodded 'yes.' and more so when she started drinking from the bottle.
"My money hungry brothers have hit the road with their booty and I am left to clean up. I have one small problem to resolve before I can go." She swallowed half the beer in one swig.
"I don't see how I can be of assistance."
"My mother craves companionship, something she has been denied for many years now. I understand you are ready and willing to offer her what she requires and I would like to pay you for your services."
"Why would you want to pay me for something that I am more than willing to do for free?"
She finished the beer on the second swig. "I feel obligated to protect the estate. My father left a lot of money. It is a life annuity for my mother with a transfer on death clause to each of the children equally."
"I don't want Eleanor's money. I don't need it, and I don't see that as a reason to keep us apart."
"I don't want to keep you apart. In fact I want you to move in with her. The board of directors says it is Okay and mom would like it."
"What is the problem?"
"How can we keep the two of you from getting married. If you marry her, things could get very messy and only the lawyers would benefit."
"What's your solution?"
"I want to hire you as a permanent companion for my mother. You can live together as man and wife but you will actually be an employee, not a husband. You will have a limited power of attorney, so that you can make medical decisions and such, but you will not have legal spousal rights."
"What sort of pay are we talking about?"
"I'll pay your monthly fees here at Black Water and give you an open credit card so that you can keep mom entertained, you know, for movies, restaurants, and stuff. You can use your pension for whatever you like. You can also sell back your apartment unit. I understand you will get 90% of the original price on the resale."



The whole thing sounded mercenary as hell. I guess it made sense from the financial side but personally it stunk to high heavens.
"I'm sorry, Norma. I appreciate the offer, but that is not possible. I love Eleanor and I really want to spend the rest of my time with her. It has been difficult for me since my wife died. I didn't think I would ever find someone to fill in for her. Your mother does that, but I will not have our relationship compromised by money. I will gladly sign a prenuptial agreement or something like that, but I will not be bought off under any circumstances. As far as I am concerned she can give the whole annuity to her kids and we can live very well on what I have. Well, maybe not as well, but nicely. Do you want another beer?"
"No more beer, thank you. I have to go back to Chicago. Can I call you later in the week?"
"I'll look forward to it. In the mean time, I know a lovely lady who needs someone to hold her hand. I feel obligated, and I intend to fill that obligation until you tell me otherwise."
"You do whatever you feel is right, Mister Clark. I think she is waiting for you."
Norma did not call me back.
Eleanor and I no longer had to hide in the shadows. We spent most of the nights in her unit. Every once in a while, we used mine just for the change. We were accepted as a pair, and we were comfortable with each other's company.
Two or three times a month I would have lunch with one of the kids. I never said anything about Eleanor, because I didn't want them to think I was trying to replace their mother. It was easier that way. I prided myself on the fact that I did not lay any guilt trips on my kids about visiting. They had their own lives and families. I felt it was important not to disrupt that.
Thanksgiving was coming up and my children made a big deal out of inviting me to Marcie's house to spend it with all of them. I wanted to enjoy the day with Eleanor so I simply told them thanks, but no thanks.
Eleanor was getting a little upset with me for not leveling with my family, and not introducing her to them. At one point she inferred that I was ashamed of her. I knew then I had to open the relationship.
The first call I made was to Robert. I never took advantage of the fact that Robert was a lawyer. I didn't think that was proper. I decided I had to make an exception. He was ecstatic about Eleanor, and convinced me that his sisters would be also. He thought, as I did, that prenuptial agreements were crass, but in this case necessary. It only took a few days for him to draw up papers to completely protect all of Eleanor's assets against me, no matter what our relationship.
Christmas was at Robert's house that year. Eleanor gave me a first edition Mickey Spillane novel and I gave her an engagement ring. Her acceptance into the family was unanimous.
We were married that March in the community room at Black Water. Norma came to the wedding, but her brothers did not show. I gave her a copy of the prenuptial agreement and she handed it right back to me, with a wink.
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"What the hell are you trying to do with those boxes, Gordon?"
She noticed. "Sally-one-eye," noticed everything.
"Just trying to get through the damn door."
She jumped up and held the door for me as I struggled with the empty cardboard containers.
"Tony fired me. Just needed something to put my stuff in." I started pulling personal folders and papers from my drawers and dumping them into the boxes. I was careful to take only what belonged to me, and nothing that belonged to the company.
"He can't fire you. The place will fall apart without you."
I didn't bother to answer her. Without being asked, she started to help me gather up my things. She noticed when I grabbed the picture of my wife, Laura, off the desk and then threw it into the trashcan.
"Sally-one-eye" worked as my secretary for two years. I was going to miss her. She had one glass eye that never seemed to fit right. It looked like it had a mind of it's own. For some reason, it teared up a lot, so she was constantly wiping it and putting in eye drops. Three years ago, Sally was in a car wreck. She lost her husband and her right eye. Now she was stuck working in this dank room to support her two young sons: Brian, who was eight, and Greg, two years younger.
"Gordon. What the hell happened? All you did was go home to get another pair of glasses. He can't fire you for that."
I was done gathering up the few things I had. I only needed one of the boxes. "Tony Monsano and Laura were in our bed when I got home. They were not doing anything at the time, but they were both naked."
"He fired you because you caught him sleeping with your wife?"
"Not exactly. First, I told him to get the hell out of my house, and then he fired me."
"He didn't leave?"
"Laura and Tony were still in our bed when I left. Tony was laughing as I walked out the door."
"Sally-one-eye" put her hand on my shoulder. She didn't say anything. I smiled and walked out of the building. Monsano Mowers would have to do without Gordon Livingston. I don't think they were worried about it.
My brother, Shelton, wasn't home, but his wife, Joyce, was more than happy to offer their spare room. Shelton worked an early shift at the tire plant and would be home after noon. Joyce kept me happy with coffee and a warm shoulder to cry on, until Shel got there. After a quick lunch, we headed over to my place to get my stuff.
Tony was gone and Laura was sitting in the kitchen with a drink of some type.
"What the hell were you doing coming home in the middle of the morning like that Gordon?" I couldn't believe she asked me such a stupid question.
"I was afraid that Tony might run out of condoms. I was just bringing him another dozen."
"Don't be a smart ass. It's not that big a deal and it's nothing new."
"What does that mean?"
"Tony was going to fire you two years ago. He agreed to keep you on if I would have sex with him. I did it, so that you could keep your job."
"Are you trying to tell me you have been having sex with him for the last two years?"
Laura looked at me with a slight smirk and finished her drink. "Well it wasn't all that bad. You got to keep your job and I got to spend time with Tony."
"Now that I lost my job, are you going to stop seeing him?"
"Don't be silly. Why would I do that?"
I couldn't believe what she had just said, but it sure did clarify a lot of things. I looked at Shelton and we both went to the bedroom to pack my stuff. There wasn't much in the house that I wanted, so it didn't take long. Since I wasn't much of a handy man, there were not a lot of tools or power equipment. The last thing I carried out was the desktop computer.
Laura sat at the kitchen table the whole time. Somehow, her glass got refilled. She didn't say anything else while we were there. Laura was not aging well. She wore her hair long and dyed it a freaky black color. It looked sort of Goth or witchy. She had an olive complexion, but her face was thin, making her look hard. Her lips were tight as she stared straight ahead at the opposite wall, so that she wouldn't have to meet my gaze. I couldn't tell if she was pissed at me for leaving or for catching her cheating. It didn't matter.
Shel and I stopped and had a quick beer to celebrate the successful completion of the move. It was a pathetic excuse to have a drink in the middle of the day. The house was a rental. Thank God for the little things. It took about an hour to arrange to have all the utilities disconnected. I even got a few deposits back. The bank accounts and credit cards were next.
I left half of the savings and checking accounts for Laura.
Joyce had a great supper waiting when we got home. Later that night, Shelton helped me get drunk, and put me to bed.
The hangover was the first one that I had in years.
I wasn't counting on any severance pay from Monsano Mowers, but I had enough from the saving account to last a few months. Unemployment compensation was out of the question, so I would have to look for another job. I decided to start the divorce paper work first. That took the whole morning.
After lunch I went to the State Employment Office, on the slim chance that they had something.
"Hi Gordon. Fancy meeting you here."
"Sally-one-eye" was standing in front of me with a clipboard.
"Did you quit?"
"No. I was replaced by some big tits and big hair."
I just shook my head. That was a mean thing for Tony to do. Sally didn't have anything to do with the whole situation and it wasn't fair to let her go. "What exactly happened?"
"You were replaced with Tony's brother Carmine and I was replaced with Carmine's girlfriend. I was gone before the end of the day."
"Sorry. What can I do to help?"
"Can I use you as a reference?" We both got a little chuckle at that.
"Sally-one-eye" and I sat together and filled out the mustard colored employment history forms. I don't think either one of us had any confidence in the system, but we felt like we had to go though the motions. Before we left, I gave her a couple hundred bucks and my phone number. She resisted a little, but finally took it with a meek 'thank you.' A single mom with two young boys and no job was going to have it rough.
I spent the next week trying to find someplace in the area that might be interested in hiring me, but had no luck. After getting a scathing phone call from Laura concerning the disconnected utilities, I changed my cell phone number.
Simmons Farm Equipment was about three miles outside of town. Most of the farms in the area had been sold off to developers. Ranch houses dotted the landscape where corn used to grow. Everything about the place indicated that it was past its prime. It needed paint and new signs. The parking lot was in worse shape than the buildings. Even the windows needed washing. As dismal as it was, it was my last chance.
Earl Simmons was well over sixty and quite overweight. He sat behind his desk like Santa Claus with no beard. I was dressed for an interview, so he knew right off the bat that I wasn't interested in buying any farm equipment.
"If you're not buying, you must be selling. I am not interested."
"I can't argue with that. I was just looking for a free cup of coffee."
My flip answer was rewarded with a hardly laugh as he pointed to the coffee urn in the corner.
I sat down across from my host and lifted my Styrofoam cup like a mock toast and nodded. "Thanks. It's a pleasant end to a bad week."
Earl Simmons gave me a quizzical look. "Don't I know you? You're that Livingood fellow that works for Monsano. Am I right?"
""Livingston. I used to work at Monsano. I'm not working anywhere right now."
After a short pause, "I never did like that Monsano guy, or his brother."
We both sat there for a few moments, neither one of us saying anything, just enjoying the coffee.
"Are you sure I can't sell you a Harvester. I can give you a good deal on last years model." There was a twinkle in his eye. Maybe he was Santa Claus.
I found myself looking around the room. Outside the window I could see a large warehouse and a larger storage yard. There seemed to be an absence of merchandise. The showroom was totally empty. I assumed he let the inventory die down because of the slow sales. I didn't know a damn thing about farm machinery, but something didn't seem right. I was brought out of my reverie by his booming voice.
"You look like you are thinking of buying the place. Are you going to make me an offer?"
"In my dreams." Simmons leaned back in his chair and smiled.
"Seven or eight years ago, Monsano's operation was crap. He didn't start making it until he hired you. Is that right?"
He was right, but there was no way I would admit to it. I knew what I did for Tony and apparently other people noticed also. All I could do was smile, as I tossed my empty cup into the trash container. I was still smiling as I got up to leave.
"Don't rush off Mister Livingood. We might be able to work something out."
"Livingston. Gordon Livingston."
Two hours later, Earl Simmons and myself had come to an agreement. He had some big plans, but needed somebody like me to make them work. He was a thrifty man, so money was no object. I was willing and able to help him, with one stipulation: I could hire my own assistant. "Sally-one-eye" was going to be a happy woman.
I took Shelton and Joyce to the Red Lobster that night. The misery that Laura had caused was disappearing fast. I think Sally was happier than I was, after I called her.
When we got back to the house, Laura was waiting for me. She spent twenty minutes trying to convince me to come back to our place. It appeared that Tony was not very excited about supporting his wife, family, and Laura. I politely listened to her complete argument, smiled and walked into the house. I did not say a word.
The next few weeks were busy. The main building was all concrete block. The second floor was a three-bedroom apartment that had been used as storage for the last twenty years. Earl was more than happy to let me use it to live in: rent-free. "Sally-one-eye" helped me find a stove, refrigerator, and washing machine. Sally and I cleaned and painted the inside of the office and the apartment. I hired a couple of high school kids to paint all the out buildings. Earl never squawked about the cost.
It was a lot of fun, but eventually we had to start doing productive work.
Laura called Joyce and told her she got the divorce papers and signed them. It was pretty cut and dry since we didn't own the house and had no kids. I had already given her half of the assets. Not much for twelve years of marriage, but all she deserved.
"Sally-one-eye" was a skinny little thing with bad teeth and a fake eye. Her hair was dirty blonde and it appeared that she had never been in a beauty salon in her life. She definitely lacked make-up skills. She always appeared to be clean, but needed some serious maintenance. All this was compensated for by a telephone voice that dripped honey, and a work ethic that put me to shame. Her computer skills were extraordinary as well as her accounting ability. To me, she was a dream come true.
One nice thing about working for a guy who thinks he's smarter than everyone else is that he usually isn't. Monsano Mowers had no confidentiality clauses or proprietary agreements. Tony didn't need any of that crap because he was the man. Unfortunately for Tony, that also meant that Sally and I had an open playing field. Sally sent letters to all the wholesalers that we had dealings with and all the retailers that we worked with. All she did was explain that the two of us were no longer with Monsano Mowers and were not available to provide service to them any longer. She was very careful not to solicit any type of business.
In the mean time, I was calling all of Earl's contacts to see if any of them were still viable. Most of the accounts had died a slow death over the years, and some of them actually went out of business. As far as Earl was concerned, the farm equipment operation was dead. He had no desire to resurrect it.
I fell across a Korean manufacturer who was trying to get U.S. distributors for gang mowers. They weren't very sophisticated, but sturdy and cheap. It was an ideal item for small municipalities and school districts to consider. After thirty minutes on the phone, I had fifty units coming from California, on a consignment basis. We had the room to stock them and it cost us no money up front. They sent a box of sales brochures, by Overnight Express, and "Sally-one-eye" was right on it.
We had six orders before the first load arrived.
The next week, Sally started calling each of the letter recipients. I don't know who was happier to hear from her, the wholesalers or the retailers. All she was doing was laying groundwork, and she was good at it. We were looking to enter the residential lawn care market, but had no problem with branching out a little.
Several roto-tiller companies had tried to get Tony to carry their lines, but he wanted no part of it. I had three of them lined up by the end of the first week. Two of them were willing to work on consignment.
The showroom on the first floor was ready for some products. I didn't think it would be gardening equipment, but Earl was thrilled. "Sally-one-eye" surprised me by signing up two chain saw manufacturers. An old friend of Earls came around with a truckload of new chipper-shredders. He was fine with the consignment arrangement also. In no time at all, Earl had a stock of new merchandise to offer.
Monday morning, Earl introduced me to our new salesman. He was a retired guy and was willing to work solely on commission. He said if he didn't sell anything, he didn't want to get paid. He sold three gang mowers and a chipper on his first day. Things were getting better.
"Sally-one-eye" was so busy, that she asked if she could come in to work on Saturday. It was okay with me, since I would be here anyhow. There was no school or day care over the weekend, so she had to bring the boys to work with her. I always liked kids. They spent most of the day in the apartment watching TV, but I think the part they liked best was going out back with Earl to spot groundhogs. Sally said they talked about it all the way home.
A few weeks later, Sally's boys were out of school for the summer. She brought them to work with her every day. Earl kept them busy most of the time out back. The business was located on the front part of Earl's old family farm, an orchard actually. The hillside was peppered with old apple trees, most of them dead or dying.
I put a set of bunk beds in one of the extra rooms for the boys. Just in case, I got a twin for the other room. It was not hard to convince Sally and the boys to start staying overnight. Since the nearby elementary school was highly rated, I had no trouble at all getting Sally to move into the apartment before the new school year. Come to think of it, I think it was her idea. How did she do that? For making the offer, I was rewarded with a small kiss. Things were looking up.
Somehow or other, Tony found out where I was working. Carmine's girl friend had been using the company computer to download porn and got a couple of nice viruses. Tony asked if I could come by and get the system up and running again. I think he could hear me laughing as I hung up the phone. He was lucky that I didn't sue him for alienation of affection or improper dismissal.
Earl had been carrying company medical coverage for years, even when he really had no employees. When Sally found out that she now had dental coverage, she was ecstatic. One afternoon a week, she started spending time at the dentist office. Nothing was apparent at first, but as the weeks passed, she started to look better and better. The big change came when Earl got her an appointment with an ocularist. Her problem all along had been an ill-fitted prosthesis. Once she was fitted with the right size, it was almost impossible to notice. "Sally-one-eye" had now become just simply "Sally." For her birthday, Earl and I gave her an all day beauty treatment at an Elizabeth Arden salon. I had to drive her to Philly to have it done. The boys and I got to spend the afternoon at the zoo, while their mother was completely pampered. It was a good time.
Laura called and asked for help. Her car was being repossessed and her cell phone service was cancelled for non-payment. She moved into a furnished studio apartment and she was already behind on the rent. I left her all the furniture from the house. I have no idea what she did with it. Tony refused her phone calls and she wasn't allowed in the company building. I tried my best to be polite and understanding, but explained that there was no way that I could help her. She didn't like the answer, but had no alternatives. There was one more week to go until the divorce would be final. I was counting the days.
We were hoping that the business would start moving because of the retailers, but it turned out to be the other way around. Tornado Mowers was the first manufacturer to contact us. There were nine retailers in the area dealing through Monsano Mowers. They were unhappy and wanted a change. Six of them knew of our new operation and recommended that Tornado contact us. By the end of the day we were the official wholesale distributors of Tornado mowers for the tri-county area. We got our first real break.
The next day, my divorce was final.
Things started to fall together after that. One by one, the wholesalers and retailers that used to go to Monsano Mowers were coming over to us. Sally got to hire a girl to help in the office.
A few weeks later, I happened to hear a noise out by the equipment lot. Two men, got out of a pickup, and were removing something from the truck bed. After a few moments, two Molotov cocktails were flying across the lot. The pair of arsonists waited until the fireballs erupted, and then raced back to the truck. They were too late. Before they reached the truck, there were two shotgun blasts and the front tires of their truck went flat as pancakes. I turned on the outside floodlights, and Earl was standing there laughing. Two shadows were running down the road, fast as hell.
The police had no trouble locating the owner of the truck. He couldn't wait to spill the beans on the Monsano brothers, who paid him to do the job. That was pretty much the end of Monsano Mowers. What little customer base they had left switched over to us within the week. Tony ended up doing some jail time, but I don't know how much. Carmine disappeared.
The damage to the lot was superficial and was also covered by insurance.
Earl strutted around like a peacock, elated to see his old business flourishing again. Every now and then he would come up with a suggestion, but he was always careful not to interfere. We now had a lot superintendent, who also doubled as a Spanish interpreter when necessary. One of our mechanics was a local trade school graduate and the other was an old fart. They complimented each other perfectly. Sally became a payroll and tax expert in no time.
Shelton and Joyce came out to see us about once a month. It was never anything fancy, but it was nice to get together with someone. Earl lost his wife over ten years ago. They never had any children. He was always welcomed when we had company.
Laura seemed to have disappeared.
After Sally moved in, we became closer. At first, we would just sit and watch TV after the boys went to bed. On occasion, we both would fall asleep on the sofa and wake up, cuddled together. We started giving each other kisses, as if saying 'thank you' for some little favor. Before I knew it, I was giving her a peck on the cheek, when she and the boys left to go shopping or something like that.



At the beginning of December, Sally told me that it was time for Brian to have his own room. I agreed of course. That afternoon, she moved all of her things into my room. I should have seen that coming. After the boys were in bed, she took my hand and led me to the bedroom. I was embarrassed at being such a dense clod, and thrilled that she took control.
The day before Christmas the local Justice of the Peace quietly married us. We didn't tell anyone, but Earl saw the ring on Shelly's finger the next day. It was a good holiday.
The business flourished. When spring came, Earl announced that he was leaving for Florida. He had a sister living near Ocala who had been nagging him for years to come down. I was afraid that his move would create a few problems, but Earl had that under control. He deeded the property and the business to Sally and myself. All we had to do was send him ten percent of the monthly gross, until he kicked the bucket. It was an offer we couldn't refuse. He didn't need the ten percent, because he had accumulated a nice nest egg over the years. It was more like a symbolic gesture, so that we would always remember him. It wasn't necessary, but we understood.
The farmhouse gave us a lot more room than the apartment. It took a full month to get everything repainted before we could move in. I never understood what Earl had against painting. The week we finally moved in, Sally found out she was pregnant. Brian and Greg were as excited as I was.
It was hard to imagine that a short while ago my life was in shambles. It's funny how things work out.
I hope the new baby has two eyes.
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Flathead--- From 1920 through 1969, Flathead Indians and Harleys were a major force in American motorcycling.
Up until I met Candy, there were only two things in my life of any value: the 1946 Flathead that my father gave me, and the 1917 Navy Luger that my grandfather brought back after World War 2.
I wasn't what you would call an ambitious fellow. I usually went with the flow and always took the easy way out. Now, don't get the wrong impression as I was not a wimp in any sense of the word, but I wasn't an in-your-face bully, either.
I enjoyed the pleasures of many a friendly young lady over the last few years, and I was usually able to sweet talk one of the better ones out of the bar before closing time. That means that I didn't end up with the coyote leftovers. None of them, however, were interesting enough for me to want to establish any kind of relationship, until I went to Vegas.
When I was not picking up girls at bars, I was beating my kidneys to death on the top of some type of earth-moving equipment. It didn't take me long to get familiar with anything made by Caterpillar or their competitors. I had all the work I could handle and the money was good.
In no time at all, I was able to buy a small house with a garage for my precious flathead. The Ford F150 pick-up stayed out in the rain, but my baby got to be inside all by herself. Granddad's Luger was safely locked in the bedroom gun cabinet along with a small collection of miscellaneous rifles, shotguns, and some black powder pieces. It was a nice little cottage and I always brought my conquests there to consummate my nightly relationships.
My downfall came in the middle of January. Work was a little slow, so a few buddies and me grabbed a special casino flight out of Philly to Vegas. I forgot the rule: "What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas."
Candy came from somewhere South of Huntsville, but North of Birmingham. I never could remember the name of the place. I don't know if it was her blonde hair or her beautiful, plastic boobs, but I fell in love the first time I saw her. What cinched the deal was that she made me feel like I was the most important person in the world. When I was with Candy, I felt like I was handsome, smart, and strong. All of a sudden, I was the world's greatest lover. I don't know if it was the booze or the neon lights, but I had to have this woman. My collection wouldn't be complete without her. I came home with a new wife and a new tattoo.
Things were great for the next several months. Warm weather came and Candy and I started riding every weekend. Of course, I spent more time keeping the Harley running, than riding it, but that was the joy of it. I was just starting to feel comfortable with my newest acquisition when things fell apart.
The Pig Pit was not the best place to take a woman like Candy, but I was feeling confident in my ability to take care of her. I had been to this rat-hole several times, and had a pretty good idea of what to expect. I felt that we could have a good time, if I kept my cool, and if I was ready to leave when things got nasty. The first two hours were fine and then nasty arrived, in the form of a hairy giant named Butter. Candy ended up dancing a few times with Butter and it seemed to me that she was starting to be a little too friendly. Candy was a flirt, but this was not the proper place for it. I had been trying to pace my drinking, and I was still sober enough to know that there was no way in heaven that I could handle this monster if things got out of hand. It was time to leave.
Candy was having a good time and did not want to go home. I finally had to take her by the arm and gently walk her out of the place. Of course, my loving wife was complaining the whole time: loud enough for the whole bar to hear her. We just made it to the truck, when somebody grabbed my arm. It was Butter and he was not smiling. For some stupid reason, I took a swing at him and that was all I remembered.
Okay, I know all the clichés. The first thing I noticed was the garbled voices on the speaker system and the constant ding-ding noises, alerting people to something or other. It was all there. The puke-green walls and the fluorescent lights. I was alone in the damned room and I was in pain. The sunlight coming through the window told me that it was daytime. The trouble was that I could only see the light through my right eye. My left eye was swollen shut. I found myself taking inventory. My lip hurt, and it felt like I was missing a tooth or two. I quickly discovered that it was not a good idea to take a deep breath. My whole mid-section was wrapped up like a mummy. Something was wrong with my right hand and when I raised it up, I discovered four fingers wrapped up with steel braces. That was when it all came back to me. I remembered using that hand to hit a big ugly mother in the face. To round things out, there was some kind of a cast on my left foot. I assumed that my ankle got messed up when everything else happened.
Sometimes, I astound myself with my brilliance. I rapidly came to the conclusion that I did something dumb, and ended up getting the shit kicked out of myself. I also had to piss. Using my superior deductive skills, I found the call button by the headboard.
"Oh, I see you are up, Mister Tyrell. Nice to have you back with the real world. How are you feeling?" Nurse Gleason looked like a stereotypical hospital worker, just out of a TV sitcom. She wasn't frumpy, but she wasn't trying too hard to go the other way either.
"I feel like you are going to be very, very, mad at me if I don't get a bed pan, ASAP."
It hurt like hell, but at least I was able to relieve myself with a little help. My angel of mercy took care of the task at hand as if she had done it a thousand times before, and I am sure she did.
"Where the hell is my wife?"
"She and her gentleman friend went home several hours ago. We didn't expect you to come around till later today."
"What gentleman friend?"
She gave me a slightly inquisitive look. "A big guy, who looked like a biker."
Gentleman friend? That's the son-of-a-bitch that beat the crap out of me. He should be in jail. What the hell is Candy doing going home, or anywhere else with him? My momentary aggravation did not help the pain radiating from my chest area.
"Can somebody explain exactly what the hell is wrong with me, and get me some damn pain pills of any kind."
I hated taking pain pills because they made me nauseous as hell. Right now, nausea was the preferred alternative. The available doctor looked like he came from Bombay, but he did speak perfect English and seemed to know what he was talking about. He covered everything in about twenty minutes and promised me that I could go home as soon as I could use the toilet facilities unassisted. I didn't have any toilet facilities at home, but I did have a bathroom. An hour later, Nurse Gleason removed the drip from my arm and brought me a walker. I waited until she had left and then I figured out how to swing out of the bed and make my way to the 'toilet facilities,' where I painfully, had a much-needed dump. Squeezing your bowels with three cracked ribs is not fun.
Three hours later, my loving wife showed up with her gentleman escort.
Butter stood quietly by the doorway as I endured my wife's gushing for almost five minutes. I really didn't hear a word she was saying. Finally, she paused to catch her breath. "What the hell is he doing here? Why isn't that son-of-a-bitch in jail, and what are you doing with him?"
It was then that I realized that Candy's brain was not nearly as developed as her body. Three questions in a row were more than she could handle. She was so wrapped up in apologizing for causing the problem, that she hadn't thought any further. She stood there, frustrated.
"Let's start all over. Why isn't he in jail?" Butter was avoiding eye contact with me.
Candy finally was able to put a few words together. "The police said they couldn't arrest him unless we pressed charges. They said that you started it, because you struck the first blow."
"What the hell are you taking about? He grabbed me while I was protecting my wife."
"Yes, but he didn't know I was your wife. Butter thought you were dragging me out of the Pig Pit against my will. He was trying to protect me from you. When he tried to stop you, you hit him."
"Is that what you told the police? "
"Well, yeah. It was the truth and I couldn't lie to them."
"Do you mean to tell me that he can beat the crap out of me and get away with it? Couldn't you have at least charged him with excessive force?"
Candy just looked at me with a quizzical expression on her face and nodded.
"I am sorry man. I didn't know she was your wife. I'll make it up to you, I promise." Butter seemed to feel some kind of obligation to explain his actions.
"How the hell are you going to make it up to me?"
"I am going to take care of things for you while you are healing up. You will be able to relax and recover because I will be there for you."
It was like a nightmare from hell. "I don't want you taking care of me or anything else. Please, just get the hell out of my life."
"John, don't go making any rash decisions like that. Butter has already started to help out. He drove your truck back to the house, and he called your work to explain that you would not be able to go in for about six weeks."
"Has he been to the house?"
"Yes. In fact he is going to stay there while you recover. Isn't that thoughtful?"
"No it's not. I want him out of my house and out of my life."
Well things seemed to go downhill from there. The hospital released me, but I was confined to the bed for at least two weeks and to the house for a month. Candy got a sheet of instructions for changing the dressings and a handful of prescriptions, mostly painkillers.
For the first couple of days, Candy kept me drugged up with the painkillers and sleeping pills. It was all a little hazy but I do remember a lot of laughing and giggling going on. After a while, I realized that I had to start weaning myself off the drugs and to get my head straight. I could see out of the bad eye, but things were still a little blurry. I lost a tooth and another one was broken off; that one hurt like hell and I was afraid it might get infected. I was going to have to see a dentist soon. My right hand was useless, and I could barely hobble around with the smashed ankle. The biggest problem that I had was not being able to breathe or to move my body because of the cracked ribs.
Candy kept coming in and feeding me soup and pills. Butter would just stand by the doorway and smile. I started stashing away all the pills I didn't swallow, and started taking some high dosage Tylenol that I had in the medicine cabinet, because there were virtually no side effects. From the pill bottles by the bed, I was able to figure out that Candy was more than double dosing me on the pain and sleeping pills.
Candy and Butter were gone for a good part of the day and every evening. They would stagger back in after midnight and loudly hush each other so that they wouldn't wake me up. Of course, by this time my senses were back to normal, even though my body wasn't. Their night always ended with about forty-five minutes of rousing sex. For some odd reason they would be extra quiet when they came home and then noisy as hell when they got into a sexual frenzy.
I spent my days running all sorts of scenarios through my head. Something had to be done, but I had no idea what. When Candy and Butter were at home, I acted as if I was still under the influence of the drugs. They kept giving them to me and I kept spitting them out later. My eye had healed up, but the broken tooth reached the point where is would have to be removed. The toothache from the root infection was worse than it was when it was just damaged. My hand was stiff and it hurt when I moved it. I removed the bandages and metal splints myself, and no one seemed to notice. It was still unusable. The ribs seemed to be mending, but my movement was still restricted. The cast on my foot was just a damned annoyance. I reached the point where I could hobble around without using the walker. Candy and Butter had no idea that I could function at all.
It was about noon when Butter came into the room with a bowl of soup. I was getting the shits from eating soup all the time, but didn't feel that it was a good thing to bitch about. I put on the groggy act and watched as he smirked a little.
"Where's Candy?"
"She's getting her hair and nails done." He set the soup on the nightstand.
"Are you planning on leaving soon, Butter?"
"Why the hell would I want to leave?"
"Well, I am going to be getting better and thought that you might want to get on with your life."
Butter got a laugh out of that. "This is my life, bro. Why would I want to leave a perfect set up like this? It's a great little house and your wife is fabulous in the sack. The limit on your credit cards is unbelievable. I get to go out and party every night with a beautiful bitch and you get to pay for it all. If you think I am giving this up, you are out of your head."
"What are you going to do when I get better?"
"Who said that you are going to get better? Eat your damn soup wimp-boy. Oh by the way, Candy and I are going to be going up to Hershey tomorrow, for the bike show. We will be riding that sweet little Flathead you got down in the garage. Don't worry, I'll treat it right." He was snickering to himself as he left the room.
That pretty well made up my mind for me. It was time to do something, or anything. A short while later, I heard his monster duel-wheel, diesel truck leaving, I assumed, to pick up my loving wife.
I staggered out of bed and got the key to the gun cabinet. It was a wasted effort, because the lock on the cabinet had been broken off. Things were getting worse. The guns were missing, even the black powder rifles. Most devastating of all, was the absence of my precious Navy Luger. All that was left were a few boxes of ammo and two cans of black powder. Were they hiding them from me or did they sell them?
My pants were hanging over the back of a chair. It was over a week since I had left the hospital and the bitch still hadn't washed them. I took out my wallet and started looking for my credit cards. Of course, they were all missing, along with my driver's license. Nothing was going right today.
I got back in bed, finished the soup and took a couple of Tylenols.
I waited for Candy to bring me my supper.
"You don't look too good Honey. What's wrong?"
"I don't think I am getting any better. I am tired and nauseous all the time."
"Don't worry, John. Everything will be Okay. Just keep taking your medicine." There were four pills on the food tray.
"You look pretty. Did you get your hair done?"
"Yeah, I am glad you noticed. Butter is taking me to the Pig Pen tonight and tomorrow we are going up to Hershey. Should I bring something back for you?"
"No. I'm good." We sat quietly for a few minutes while I ate.
"Candy?"
"Yes John?"
"What happened to my guns?"
"Oh, you noticed. I'm sorry honey, but we had a problem come up and had to sell them."
"What kind of problem?"
"The transmission went out on Butter's truck and the mechanic would only take cash. I know you don't approve of getting cash advances on the credit cards, so we thought the best thing to do was to sell the guns. You weren't using them anyhow."
"Damn it, Candy. That Luger was worth more than Butter's whole truck. Don't tell me you sold it."
"It wasn't worth as much as you thought it was John. We took it down to a guy called Tin Toe, who knows all about guns and stuff. He said it was so old that you couldn't even get ammunition for it. We were lucky to get two hundred dollars."
"Two hundred dollars? It was worth at least ten times that much."
"Oh, grow up John. It was just an old gun. I'll get you another one."
"Why are we paying to fix his truck?"
"Because he is going out of his way to help you. It wasn't his fault you got hurt."
"What do you mean? He is the one that did it."
"You hit him first, John. Remember that."
She seemed a little upset with me. "Take your pills. Butter and I might be late tonight. Fridays are usually fun."
Candy came back a couple of hours later to pick up the supper tray. I didn't move. As far as she could tell, I was out for the night. She was purposely being quiet so she wouldn't wake me. Ten minutes later the diesel had left for the Pig Pit.
I figured that I had about six hours. It would be rough with only one hand, one foot, and a bad attitude. Maybe the last part would compensate for the first two. I had kept the Tylenol level up, so it was controlling the discomfort pretty much. By this time, I knew which way I could turn and how much pressure I could endure and still stay functional. It didn't matter because what had to be done, had to be done. I put the two cans of black power into a pillowcase, so that I could use the walker to get to the garage. Of course, I had to stop by the kitchen and grab a few cans of beer on the way.
For the first thirty minutes, I spent my time gathering up all the tools and parts I needed. Before starting my dastardly task, I finished off a can of beer. Two years ago, I had built a completely new wiring harness for the Flathead. I knew every wire and connector on that bike, like the back of my hand. It took twice as long as it should have to get the damn solo seat off. My left hand just didn't seem to work as well as the useless right one. It was going to be a long night.
Mounting the four sections of pipe under the seat was pretty easy. The hard part was breaking the glass on the spare taillight bulbs so only the filaments would remain. Luckily, I had a nice little stock of six-volt bulbs, that I had picked up on eBay. Once I figured out how to get the vice-grips properly set, it went pretty fast, but I still had to break three to get each good one. I put two bulbs in every section of pipe, and wired them in parallel. If the filament broke in one, the second one would still function. Multiply that by four, and I was pretty confident that everything would work out as planned.
The ignition switch of the Flathead had four settings. The first was 'off' and the last was 'parking lights.' For normal daytime operation, Butter would be using the second position: 'on and ignition.' On the trip home from Hershey, he would have to turn on the headlights, which was position three. As long as the idiot didn't turn the lights on first, everything would be fine. If he did, I would end up losing my garage. I had to take the chance.
Putting the black powder into the pipes was tedious. I had to be extra careful not to break the light bulb filaments, and my dexterity was not that great. Afterwards, to celebrate my success, I finished the second can of beer. Before finishing up the wiring, I rigged up a little test circuit that worked perfectly.
It took me a lot longer to get the seat back on then it did to get it off. The extra hardware attached to the bottom made it harder to fasten the mount bolts. I cleaned everything up, and then stepped back to admire my work. It was perfect and it was unnoticeable, even though I knew it was there. It was time to finish off the last can of beer, before retiring to my sick bed.
By the time I got back to the bedroom, I was beat. The beer helped to mellow everything out a little, but I was still wound up tight. I wasn't looking forward to listening to my wife and her new friend satisfy their animalistic urges, so I took a couple of the sleeping pills and nodded off.



The pills, along with the beer, worked fine. I woke up to the familiar sound of the Flathead starting up, and the sun coming through the window. I breathed a sigh of relief, that Butter didn't turn the Harley lights on. After staggering to the window, and watching my precious Flathead carry my wife and antagonist away, hopefully, for the last time, I took a dump and a well-needed piss.
For some strange reason, I was feeling a lot better than I had been. My first reaction was to take a shower, get rid of all these damn bandages, and to retire to the living room recliner. I made my way to the kitchen, grabbed another beer, and decided that it was too early to make a recovery. After ordering a pizza, I cancelled all my credit cards, which was effective immediately. Candy and Butter would have an unpleasant experience when they stopped for lunch or to get gas, even though I am sure they had enough pocket cash to make do. For a twenty-dollar tip, the pizza delivery boy got me another cold, six-pack of beer. It appeared that my appetite was back; because it didn't take me long to finish off the Meat Lovers Delight.
I spent the rest of the day in front of the television. Nothing was going to happen until the sun went down. I ran out of beer pretty quickly, but it was a good time to switch to coffee anyhow. My right hand was starting to feel a little better, and I actually used it somewhat to make the coffee. In a fit of boredom, I removed the bandages from around my waist. The newly exposed skin was pale, white, and puffy looking, but it felt good being unwrapped. There was less discomfort than there had been. I was wondering if the movement from working on the bike was beneficial. Finally, I just couldn't take it anymore, so I wrapped the casted foot in a plastic bag and took a long, hot shower. I put on a set of sweats and ordered in for Chinese. I promised the delivery guy a twenty- dollar tip if he brought a six-pack of cold beer with him.
It was close to midnight, when I guess I fell asleep during the Steven Seagal movie marathon. Candy and Butter hadn't come back and I hadn't gotten any phone calls or visitors all day.
The constant pounding on the door, by two state police officers, woke me the next morning.
"Mister Tyrell?"
"Yeah."
"Are you the husband of Candice Tyrell?"
"Yeah. Candy, there is somebody here to see you." There was no reply.
"She went to Hershey yesterday to the Bike show. I expected her back last night. I guess she didn't make it. Did something happen?"
The two troopers looked at each other momentarily. They both reminded me of marine drill sergeants. "I am afraid your wife was hurt pretty badly in an incident at the Hershey Auditorium parking lot."
"Hurt how bad? Was it an accident? You said incident."
"Actually sir, it was an incident. Your wife was riding on a motorcycle with another man and it exploded in the parking lot. The gentleman your wife was with was killed. Your wife was injured pretty badly and is in the Hershey Burn Center. Luckily, no one else was injured."
"How badly is she hurt? She is going to be alright isn't she?"
Trooper number one just shook his head.
"That was my motorcycle. It was working fine yesterday morning when they left. What could have caused a motorcycle in good condition to explode?"
"We have some people looking into that. How well did you know Mister Butterworth?"
"Who?"
"Michael Butterworth. He is the man that was killed with your wife."
"We only met him a few weeks ago. I didn't even know his real name. I just knew him as Butter."
"It seems that Mister Butterworth had a long string of enemies. There were a lot of people out there who had grudges against him. It will take some time to check things out."
"I would still like to know what condition my wife is in. Exactly how bad is she?"
"At this point they are not sure if she is going to make it or not."
"Can she be moved? How I am supposed to get to see her in my condition?" I held out my foot for them to see.
"The best we can do is to have somebody contact you."
Trooper number one was busy writing something down on a note pad.
"Were either of you at the accident scene?"
"Yes sir. We were both there."
"I am just curious, but what is the status of the motorcycle?"
Trooper one looked away from his pad. "The engine and tranny were in one piece, but the rest of it was scattered all over the place."
"Could you have the wreckage returned to me? For sentimental reasons, that is."
"I think that could be arranged. By the way, what happened to your foot?" Trooper two handed me a card with his name and phone number on it.
"Nasty little break. I have been housebound for three weeks now. If I hadn't broke my damn ankle, I would have been on that bike."
The two public servants seemed to be satisfied with all the answers, and they got up to leave. I don't think they were investigating anything, just notifying me of the incident.
"Just curious, but do either one of you gentlemen know of a gun dealer that goes by the name of Tin Toe?"
"Yeah. He has a shop down near Ephrata. We busted him last year for selling illegally modified AK-47's. Any particular reason?"
"No. Mister Butterworth had mentioned his name once. Thanks for stopping by."
There was an old TV dinner hidden in the back of the freezer. I popped it into the microwave and started a new pot of coffee. First thing tomorrow, I had to make a dentist appointment. After that, I needed a checkup to get the cast off my foot.
I was going to be a busy beaver for the next few months. Scrounging up the parts that I would need to rebuild the Flathead would be number one. As soon as I was in better shape, I would be going down to Ephrata to talk to Mister Tin Toe about my Navy Luger. He will not be happy to see me. Tomorrow, however, I had to make my way to the truck and drive to Hershey to see my 'loving wife'.
After a few phone calls, Butter's truck was gone and I had four grand in my pocket. It wasn't much for a twenty thousand dollar truck, but it was a trouble free deal with no questions asked.
I went out for supper mainly because I wanted to make sure I could drive with the cast on. I was glad I opted for the automatic transmission. The biggest problem was simply getting in and out of the damn truck.
It was the first time that I ever finished a full rack of ribs by myself. A healthy appetite must be a good sign.
I had to wait until after nine o'clock the next morning to start making appointments. I set up a double session with the dentist for the next morning and arranged to get the cast off in the same afternoon. It took an hour to modify a good pair of jeans so that I could slip them over the cast. There was no way I was going to drive to Hershey in a pair of sweat pants.
Candy wasn't looking good anymore. After seeing her under the plastic tent, I started to feel bad about the drastic measures that I took, but it quickly passed as I remembered the beating I took at Butter's hand. Her nurse explained that she was heavily drugged to numb the pain. She lost her right foot and the skin was burned off the front of her body along with her clothes. It would have been worse, except the force of the explosion threw her off the back of the bike. The bitch deserved everything she got because of the betrayal and her actions afterwards. It was hard to feel any remorse for her. I wanted to do as much damage as possible to Butter, and she got to share it with him. It was only fair, because they were sharing everything else. I found a little comfort by remembering that they were in this as a team. Of course there was no plotting on their part, but they sure did take advantage of the situation.
"Mister Tyrell? I am Doctor Dolott. I am sorry about your wife's accident." I just stood there like an idiot without saying anything.
"Do you have any questions Mister Tyrell?"
"I guess not. Will she be able to talk to me at all? How soon will she be coming around?"
The Doctor took my arm and sat me down. "She is awake right now, but heavily sedated. I am sorry to tell you this, but we don't have any hopes for her recovery. The trauma from the explosion has damaged most of her internal organs. We can keep her going with the life support system, but that just means she has to endure the pain from the burn damage. We don't see any chance for her ever leaving the hospital. We don't know how long she will remain conscious, so if you want to talk to her, you better do it now."
"I am not stupid Doctor. You are recommending that I take her off of life support, aren't you?"
"Yes. It is the most humane thing to do, but I cannot make that decision, only you can."
"Can you leave me alone with her for a few minutes?"
"Certainly."
Doctor Dolott left and I was alone with my wife. I slowly pulled back the plastic so I could see her. It was not a pretty sight. I could tell that she was aware that somebody was there.
"Butter? Is that you Butter? Say something baby."
They were not the words I had hoped to hear. The bitch was still hanging on to that damn hairy ape. I had an overwhelming urge to rub it in her face and gloat about the situation, but I held back. I felt nasty as I leaned over and in a mildly disguised voice said. "I am but mister Butterworth left the hospital about an hour ago with one of the nurses."
Her body jerked at little at my words. After a few gasps and choking sounds, Candy said. "No. No. Butter wouldn't leave me. Butter loves me."
"I am sorry Mrs. Tyrell, but you have to understand, she was a very pretty nurse." There were no further comments from her. Her breathing was labored and uneven. She seemed to be twitching in funny little ways. About that time one of the nurses came in and anxiously checked the monitors. Doctor Dolott came back and asked me to leave the room.
Well, I wanted the bitch dead, but I really didn't want her to lie in a hospital bed and suffer. I guess a lot of guys would have seen some sort of justice in that, but to me it was just cruel. If she had died in the blast like she was supposed to, I wouldn't be having this conflict. That was my fault. Since I screwed up, I guess it is up to me to rectify the problem.
A few moments later the Doctor came out and shook his head.
"I am sorry Mister Tyrell, but there is no further hope."
Well, they pulled the plug on my wife's life support, and by the time I was done with all the paper work she had checked out. The hospital made the arrangements to have her cremated. Three days later, I had the death certificate and a small cardboard box with her ashes.
By that time, the cast was off my foot and I had a new crown with a bridge, whatever that is. It used to take a week to get a crown made, but now they do it right in the office while you wait. Of course it used to be a lot cheaper also.
I was still on Workers Compensation. They didn't want me back to work until I was fully healed. The ribs only bothered me when I laughed or sneezed. I used to think that was a joke.
Fortunately, I had the Flathead insured as a classic. The insurance company balked at giving me anything, until the investigation into the blast was complete. They did, however, have the salvaged parts delivered to me. Of course that cost me over a grand. I had gotten rid of any evidence that I might have left in the garage. I guess a good CIS type investigator could have dug something up, but they didn't seem interested. There was no doubt that it was a bomb that destroyed the bike. Since they couldn't pin it on me, I finally was able to collect.
All of the bike parts were laid out on the garage floor like one of those FAA pictures you see after an airplane crash. It took a while to get everything inventoried and evaluated. About twenty percent of the parts were missing, and about fifty per cent of what I had was damaged too badly to be used. I had to consider the engine and tranny to be an unknown, but I had my fingers crossed. A steam cleaning and a UV dye check, showed that everything was satisfactory. The frame was totaled.
The ankle was getting better everyday, so I started walking as a regular thing. In two weeks, I would have to report back to work.
All of Candy's things were gathered up and donated to the Goodwill. For some reason she had left her purse at home when she went to the bike show. Her Alabama driver's license indicated that she lived in a place called Boaz. MapQuest showed that it was about an hour south of Huntsville.
As luck would have it, the new frame that I needed was located in Chattanooga. It would have been easier to just have it shipped, but I quickly decided that I needed a road trip. I decided to pick up the frame in Tennessee, and then shoot down to Boaz to deliver Candy's ashes to her family. Don't ask me why I wanted to do this, because I don't have a good answer. Somehow or another it just felt like the proper thing.
Things took a quirky twist the next morning. Before I got on my way the two friendly state troopers showed up again.
"Are you getting ready to take a trip Mister Tyrell?"
This was not a good omen. "I have to pick up a new motorcycle frame, down in Tennessee. I'll only be gone for a few days. Is this important?"
"No, not really. We just happened to be in the area and thought we would give you an update."
"On what?"
"The incident that killed your wife. The blast was caused by C4 explosives, which were detonated by a remote device. The Federal people were able to put things together pretty well, but they still don't have a suspect."
"Where the hell does somebody get C4 explosives?"
Both of them just shrugged. I thanked them for stopping by. Ten minutes later, I was on the road. In about ten hours, I would have my new Flathead frame. Tomorrow, bright and early, I would be on my way to Boaz to meet with my in-laws. All I could think about on the whole trip was who the hell blew up my wife and why. What happened to my four perfect little pipe bombs? I knew damn well that the Feds would not confuse a black powder blast with one caused by C4 explosives. Somebody must have really had it in for old Butter. I kept trying to change the subject in my head, but it always came back to the same place. I finally convinced myself that whoever did it was after Butter and Candy was collateral damage.
It was just too much of a coincidence to have happen accidentally. Somebody must have had this planned.
It was a long trip. Getting through Virginia on Route 81 seemed to take forever. Things started to look up when I noticed the Krystal billboards. They don't really have billboards in Virginia, but they list the food establishments at the interstate exit ramps. I think that might be why I decided to take the trip in the first place. I wondered how many sliders a man could eat in three days. Maybe I'd find out.
The Flathead frame cost me almost eight hundred dollars, but came with a good VIN number. It's hard to get a new title without a good Vehicle Identification Number. That would make the rebuild a lot easier. I left Chattanooga just as it was getting dark, and didn't stop until I crossed the Alabama line. I took the frame into the room with me. I didn't come all this way to lose it in a motel parking lot.
I grabbed breakfast just south of Huntsville. The GPS had a good fix on the address that was on Candy's drivers license. For some strange reason, I kept her ashes on the seat beside me. I even caught myself talking to her a few times. I had nothing planned and no idea what I was going to do.
I was humming "Sweet Home Alabama," as the doublewide came into view. I was hoping for a house, but I was expecting a mobile home.
I picked up Candy as I got out of the truck. There was no one around, but the front door was open and a red Jeep Wrangler was sitting in the driveway. At least there was no pit bull sitting on the front steps. There was no answer at the door, so I wandered around back. She saw me before I saw her.
"Can I help you, mister?"
This is something I wasn't expecting. I found myself face to face with a tall, very pregnant, red head. It wasn't red, red hair, but sort of auburn colored, and hung down below her shoulders. She was barefooted and wearing a t-shirt with bib overalls. She stopped hanging the laundry and waited for an answer.
"Is this Candy Selman's house?"
"Yeah, but she's not here. Is there something I can help you with?"
I didn't know how to approach the subject of her demise. I stood there like a dunce and held out the box of ashes in front of me.
She didn't move, but just stood with one hand on her hip. I couldn't tell from the expression on her face, if she was unhappy or relieved. It was apparent that she recognized what the cardboard box was. While she stared at it, my mind started to wander. I kept replaying the video of "Redneck Woman" in the back of my mind. It was as if the music video had come to life. Any minute now, I expected an ATV would come tearing up the hill behind the mobile home. My reverie was shattered by the voice of my hostess.
"What are you smiling about mister? This ain't funny."
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to make light of the situation. It was just that seeing you standing there, reminded me of a Gretchen Wilson video."
The auburn beauty took a quick glance down at herself. I saw a small smile on her face as she replied. "Sorry. If I knew you were coming, I would have put on a bra."
We stood for a few seconds without saying anything. I think we both were a little embarrassed. She was the first one to break the ice.
"Do you want to come in for some coffee or something?"
I just nodded and followed her into the house.
"Put her down on the coffee table. I don't want that box on the table we eat off of." Somehow or the other, she had figured out that Candy's ashes were in the box. I never told her and she never verified it.
She put the mug of coffee in front of me, but there was no offer of cream or sugar. It didn't matter, because I don't use them anyhow.
"What's your name mister and how did you get a hold of Candy's remains?"
"John. John Tyrell. The crematorium didn't know what to do with her ashes, so I ended up with them."
"Well, Randy will be glad that you brought them. Where did you come from anyhow?"
"Pennsylvania. Candy was in an accident near Hershey. The place where they make the chocolate bars." I took a sip of the coffee. It was almost Espresso, but good. "Who is Randy?"
"Randy is my brother, and he is also Candy's husband."
The coughing noise that I suddenly made at this announcement, gave me away.
"You didn't know she was married, did you?"
"Absolutely not."
There was another moment of awkward silence. This new piece of information left me with nothing to say. The death certificate listed her name as Candice Tyrell. That was gong to be difficult for me to explain.
"Where is Randy at now? How do I get in touch with him?"
"He'll be here in the next hour or so. You might as well make yourself comfortable. My name is Rachel, by the way. Rachel Evans. Do you want more coffee, or something stronger?"
"There is something stronger?" That got me a little snicker.
"Are you making fun of my coffee?"
"Maybe a little bit. I think I could get to like it after a while."
"Wow. Are you planning on staying?"
"I don't think Mister Evans would approve."
Well that went over like a turd in a punch bowl. Rachel suddenly got quiet. She gave me a coffee refill and left the room without saying anything. It was easy to see that any mention of a husband was not going to be received well. I sat quietly with my fresh coffee. I looked over at Candy and silently ask what I did wrong. Of course I didn't get an answer.
A few minutes later Rachel came back. She had on a large flannel shirt and black maternity pants. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail with straight bangs across the front, just above her eyes. I detected a very slight amount of make up that wasn't there before. It was an improvement, but it really wasn't necessary.



"Since you are going to be here a while I figured that I better put a bra on. I didn't want to make you feel uncomfortable."
"Damn. You are just trying to make me feel bad. I thought you looked good before you changed."
Rachel got herself a coffee refill and sat down with me. "Do you mind telling me how you got to know my wayward sister-in-law?"
"I'd rather not. I am feeling a little uncomfortable about the whole situation right now."
"That's because you didn't know she was married, right?"
"Probably so. I wouldn't be here today, if I had known."
Rachel gave out a sad sigh. "If it wasn't you, it would have been somebody else. That girl was on a road to destruction."
"I take it you didn't like her."
"Oh, hell no. I loved Candy. We grew up together. I was tickled pink when she married my brother. I was her maid of honor. Candy and I were best friends. Unfortunately she couldn't keep her legs together."
"How was the marriage?"
"Rough. It took her less than a year to start cheating on Randy. Trouble was that he always found out about it and beat the living shit out of any guy brave enough to hook up with her. After a while, all the unattached guys were avoiding her like the plague."
"Is that why she left?"
"Pretty much so. Where did you run into her?"
"Vegas."
"Oh shit. That doesn't sound good."
I got to thinking about the whole situation and decided it was not to my benefit to stick around.
"Rachel, I appreciate the hospitality, but I have a long trip to get back home. I am sorry that I didn't get to meet Randy, but I am sure you can explain things to him for me." As I started to get up, I heard the voice of Candy's real husband.
"Explain what to me?" I never noticed when he came in the door.
Randy Evans wasn't any bigger than I was, but he was indeed wiry. You could easily tell that he was Rachel's brother. This was a man that I did not want to piss off.
"Randy, this is Mister Tyrell. He stopped by to deliver Candy's remains." She nodded toward the box on the coffee table.
"You got any fresh coffee?" That was all the acknowledgment that she got from her brother as he walked past both of us.
I felt like I was stuck in a bad movie. I didn't know if I should sit down or stay standing. What I really wanted to do was walk out the door. After filling his cup, Randy dropped down into the leather recliner that dominated the room.
"Sorry about your bike, man."
Rachel put her cup on the kitchen table. "If you guys will excuse me, I have some wash to finish hanging." She was able to figure out the situation and decided it was better to leave us alone.
As soon as he made his statement, I realized that there was a lot going on that I knew nothing about. How did he know about my bike? I felt that he was waiting for a reply, but I had none.
"I thought the Flathead belonged to that big mother that was with my wife. I didn't realize until later what the real story was."
"You know who I am?"
"I do now, but I didn't know last month."
I sat there with my elbows on my knees looking at the floor. "Do you have any beer?"
Randy gave a little chuckle and struggled out of the La-Z-boy. A few moments later, I had a cold Bud in my hand. "It wasn't your fault man. I figured out that you didn't know. I also checked around and found out how she set you up. She was one evil bitch, but I loved her."
"What do you mean, "set me up"?"
"Well, I don't think she planned it, or anything like that, but she took advantage of the opportunity at hand. She was good at that."
I finished the beer and leaned against the back of the sofa. "Damn it, I feel like such a shmuck. I never saw it coming."
"None of them did. None of them did."
Rachel came back in with the laundry basket on her hip. In a couple of months, that would be a baby. I found myself feeling a little envious of the lucky guy that got to share her bed.
"Rachel, honey. Can't you make us a couple of grilled cheese sandwiches? I didn't have any breakfast."
It was a little early for lunch, but I didn't feel like I could refuse.
"Where did you get the frame in back of the truck?"
"Chattanooga. I was lucky enough to find one with a clear title."
"Do you need any other parts? Anything in particular?"
"Why. Do you have some stashed in the back yard?"
"Not in the back yard, but I have a good friend about ten miles down the road with a couple of basket cases that are looking for a new home. We can run down there if you want to. I feel that I owe you something for all the trouble I caused."
"You don't owe me shit Randy. I am the one that screwed you over. I don't want you to feel obligated to me at all. I appreciate the offer, but don't do it because you feel that you did something wrong."
"I trashed your ride man. It was a beauty and I know now that you didn't deserve it."
"You're not pissed at me for being with your wife?"
"I am upset about what happened, but none of it was your fault. You didn't know that you were being conned. If you had known that she was married, would you have hooked up with her?"
I just shook my head to indicate 'no', as Rachel announced that lunch was ready.
Randy noticed me looking at his sister while we were eating lunch. I wasn't gawking at her, but did take a few opportunities to admire the whole package. We switched from beer to sweet tea at the table. I prefer unsweetened, but drank what was served, to be hospitable.
After lunch Randy and I drove down toward Gadsden. Considering the situation, I was relieved that things between us went as well as they did. I ended up with a truckload of parts that it would have taken me months to find on the internet. I had no idea what they cost, because Randy picked up the bill.
Before we got back to the house Randy started with the third degree. "John, you seemed to checking out my sister pretty good. What is going on with that?"
"I guess it's your fault Randy. Good-looking women seem to flock to you. I didn't mean any disrespect."
"She's pregnant, John. Did you notice that?"
"First thing I saw. Her husband sure is a lucky guy."
Randy was looking out the window and I almost didn't hear him. "He's dead. Got killed in an Army helicopter crash about six months ago."
"Oh, shit. I'm sorry about that. Was it Iraq or Afghanistan?"
"Neither. Fort Campbell, Kentucky. He never even made it overseas."
At least I understood why she seemed upset when I mentioned a husband earlier. "What is she going to do?"
"Well, she is staying with me until the baby comes. Then, I have no idea. I needed somebody to keep house since Candy left, so it worked out Okay for both of us."
Before we got back to the mobile home, I stopped and picked up a tarp to tie down my goodies. Out of sight, out of mind.
I couldn't help thinking about Rachel and her problem.
Randy and I spent the rest of the afternoon drinking more beer.
He learned about my situation when he first stopped at the Pig Pit. I don't know how he ended up there. Candy and Butter were having great fun at the bar joking about how I was being cuckolded and that I wasn't able to do anything about it. They thought it was funny to have sex close enough so that I could hear them. I never ask him what he did to keep from being recognized while he was there.
Randy's original plan was to blow up Butters truck at the house, but when he found out about the bike show in Hershey, the plan changed. He had no clue that I had a similar idea. He removed my pathetic little pipe bombs, as he called them, and replaced them with the C4. That's when he figured out that I wasn't sitting on my ass, being a wimp. I have no idea how he tracked Candy down, and didn't want to ask. I have no idea where or how he got the C4, and didn't want to ask. The less I knew the better.
Rachel came out a few times to bring fresh beer and take away the empties. She was more than eager, when I asked the two of them to go out for supper. It was late by the time we got back, so I ended up staying at Randy's place. In fact, I ended up staying at Randy's place the next three nights.
The ride back to Pennsylvania was a lot more fun than the ride down. The biggest problem was stopping at all the rest areas along the way so that Rachel could pee. I had no idea that pregnant women had such small bladders.
Less than two months later Rachel had a beautiful little baby girl. Don't ask me why, but we named her Candice. Hopefully, I will have the Flathead up and running before she has her first birthday party. I tried to get Randy to come up and visit, but he just laughed. I think he is avoiding the Keystone State for some reason. Next week I am going to see mister Tin Toe about my Luger.
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The last few months had been trying. My wife, Katherine, had been having an affair with a co-worker and it seems like everybody in the world knew about it, but nobody had enough guts to say anything. I was just as guilty as all the others. For some strange reason I was hoping that it would just end and everything would go back to normal. It was a fantasy of course, because it never goes back to the way it was.
We had been married for nineteen years and had three children. Rob was eighteen and a senior. Katherine was pregnant when we got married. A year later we had Donna and the next year, Darcy showed up and Dad got a vasectomy. They were good kids, and we never had any problems with them until recently. Needless to say, the problem with the kids was brought on by the extracurricular activities of their mother.
For the past three years, Katherine worked in the claims department for a large insurance company. When she started working overtime, several nights a week, the kids and I quickly noticed. She got a new hairstyle and joined a gym. Her underwear drawer got a little sexier, but I never got to enjoy it. Donna and Darcy saw her having lunch with her department head, at an upscale restaurant, but she never mentioned it.
In desperation, I decided to follow her like a lovesick puppy. Her trips to motels with her lover were frequent and brazen. Although I didn't see the need for it, I still documented the time and dates of several of their rendezvous.
As the affair lingered, the family started to fall apart. All of this happened without any conversation. The kids were mad at their mother for cheating. The kids were mad at me for not confronting their mother, and I was trying to hold everything together. I was too dense to realize that it was a lost cause.
The only time the family got together was for the evening meal. Even then, it was an ordeal. There was virtually no conversation and as each of the kids finished eating, they quietly disappeared, usually out of the house until bedtime.
"John, I am not going to be able to take this attitude from the kids for too much longer. If you don't do something to straighten them out, I will."
"I'll take care of it."
"You have been saying that for the last month now. I don't know what has gotten into them. Why did they start acting like little brats all of a sudden? If you have a solution, see if you can get a few answers too."
"Oh, that was no problem. The problem was how to straighten things out. I think we have everything worked out now."
"Are you going to let me in on it, or is it some big dark secret?"
"No secret. I am going to be moving back with my parents tomorrow."
Katherine was not pleased with this news. She stopped clearing the dinner table and sat back down, with a heavy determined plop. "What the hell are you talking about John? You can't commute to work from Frackville, and I can't take care of this place and the kids by myself. How is that going to solve anything?"
"Actually, Katherine, you won't have to worry about taking care of the kids. They will be going with me."
I was not looking forward to the furrowed brow and the stiff lower lip that I was rewarded with, but I fully expected it. With her elbows on the table my loving wife leaned forward and looked me in the eyes. "There is no way in hell you are leaving this house with my kids. What ever gave you the idea that you could get away with something that stupid?"
'They did."
Katherine let out a sigh of exasperation, got up and started again to clear the table. She was muttering to herself, but I couldn't make anything out. After slamming the last of the china into the sink she turned. "Why? Why is this happening?"
"The best I can figure is that they are tired of being embarrassed."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"Mostly, it is about your affair with Bryon Masterson. You have flaunted your infidelity to the point where the entire family is aware of it. You have shown no regard for your children or me."
"What?"
"Are you going to deny it? Are you going to tell me you don't spend several days a week having sex at various motels? Are you going to tell me that I don't understand?"
I decided I didn't want to pursue this conversation any longer. It would have been easy to throw it all in her face, but I didn't have the guts. I pushed back my chair and walked out of the room. Katherine stood by the sink with one hand on her hip. I noticed a defiant look on her face, as if she was daring me to mention her infidelity. I got the feeling that she had been baiting me all along, so that she could have an excuse to stop carrying around the guilt. This was a lecture I was not going to be on the receiving end of tonight. I had no desire to hear that I had driven her to seek comfort elsewhere, because I was a mediocre husband and a poor lover. Of course I could accuse her of being a slut and a whore, but I would still end up getting the blame for everything. I knew Katherine, and I knew that she had planned everything she was going to say beforehand. My best play was to not play at all.
"What about your job?"
"I quit."
I heard her screaming my name as I walked out the door.
I had no idea where the kids were. All of their clothes and personal belongings were loaded into Rob's Subaru Outback. The wagon had over a hundred thousand miles on it, but I figured it still had another hundred thousand left in it. All of my clothing and personal papers were in the back of my Jeep. Katherine didn't notice any of this when she came home. We all agreed that whatever we couldn't get on the first trip, we could come back for later. I was sure that Katherine was checking the house out as I drove away. There was no going back at this point. I decided that I had to call Donna. Donna always seemed to be in control. Rob was the oldest and the male, but he had no problem letting Donna call most of the shots.
"Donna. It's Dad."
"Are you still at the house?"
"No. I am on my way to a motel right now. I had to tell your mother what was going on, but not why. I think it is best if you guys find some place to stay tonight. Can you contact Rob?"
"No problem. Darcy and I are going to stay with Betsy Cooper. I am not sure what Rob has planned, but I think I can get in touch with him."
"Okay. Meet me at the Waffle House on Lancaster Pike tomorrow morning at six. We can leave for Frackville from there."
"Dad. Was mom mad?"
"I think so. I'll tell you about it tomorrow. Oh, after you call Rob, it might be better to turn your phone off."
After checking into the Deska Motel, I turned off my cell phone.
I just finished taking a shower when there was a knock on the door. I opened it, expecting a furious Katherine, but instead found a smiling Rob. There weren't that many motels in town.
By seven o'clock the next morning we were on our way to the coal regions, and home.
Katherine and I never got around to discussing my work situation. It didn't matter, because I was now unemployed. The normal thing to do under these conditions is to stash away as much cash as possible without looking like you are doing it. If I filed for divorce, I would have to go through the process of declaring assets and coming up with a fair distribution. I figured, the hell with it. Nobody likes to see his credit go belly up, but under the circumstances it seemed like a good idea to me. If I wasn't working, the kids could qualify for lots of grants and other benefits when it came time for college. I would see to it that they got everything they needed, but it might not be aboveboard. Living with Mom and Dad would also cover a lot of other usual expenses.
I was pretty sure that Katherine wouldn't wait too long before filing divorce papers. I would probably go along with anything she demanded just to get out of the marriage. There wasn't much she could get, since I did not have a job and the kids would not go with her even if they were ordered to do so. All I could do now was sit back and wait. I had a basket of lemons and I was getting ready to make lemonade.
It was great being back in my hometown. The last time I actually lived there was just before I left for college. After graduation, the closest place I could get a half decent job was in Reading. Katherine was from Baltimore so she didn't mind being just a few hours from home. We had gotten married just before I started my last semester at Penn State. Katherine never finished because of her pregnancy. She never had any desire to return to school. I think she attended to get away from her parents and to find a husband. Somehow or other, I won the marriage lottery. My prize was three great kids and a bitch for a wife. I had regrets of course, but I was not one to live in the past. I did not know that my past was going to catch up with me so quickly.
Because I had lots of old friends in the area, getting an under-the-table job was not too difficult. I stashed away as much money as I could to keep it out of Katherine's hands. Things would be rough until she finally got the divorce started, if she did. All three of the kids pitched in without being asked. Under the circumstances, I think they felt sort of obligated. I didn't leave Katherine because they wanted me to, but they seemed to feel that way. Mom and Dad reluctantly took money from us, although I don't think it was necessary. They didn't want me to feel like a moocher.
Katherine called after two weeks and wanted to know if I was going to make the mortgage payment. I told her that I wasn't. Two weeks later she called to tell me that her car insurance needed to be renewed. I gave her the same answer. Katherine attempted to start a conversation related to the affair. She was trying to be apologetic and sincere, but it just didn't come across. I listened patiently as she explained how her friendship with Masterson came about and developed into a full sexual relationship. She assured me that he was only a physical attraction, and nothing more. After several minutes, she realized how ridiculous it all sounded and stopped talking in mid-sentence. I didn't respond.
"I'm sorry, John. I have no good excuse for what I did. I am truly sorry."
She stopped calling after that.
I guess my wife finally realized that the marriage could not be saved, and filed for the divorce. She was faced with a mortgage payment and a car payment, as well as all the utilities. Of course, I was obligated for these bills, but I felt that since thousands of other dead-beat dads were avoiding things like that, so could I. It was worth the risk at this point. I signed the papers, and the power of attorney to sell the house, as soon as I received them. Now it was just a matter of time. Katherine had asked for nothing other than the house. After closing costs and commissions, she wouldn't come away with much.
Rob was getting all his paper work together for college. We had to stay in the state to afford the tuition. Most of the grants would be difficult to get because I had to submit a copy of last year's income tax. I was able to explain my present employment status, and get several of them to waive the income provision. Unfortunately, Rob had other more pressing problems. My past was coming back to haunt me, and he would be caught in the middle.
"Dad, I have a small problem."
"I assume it's something that you feel I can help you with."
"I met a girl a few weeks ago and I really like her."
At least the conversation started out on a high note. Rob had dated several girls though high school, but never expressed any serious interest in any of them. It was refreshing to hear him admit that he might be in a potentially long-term relationship. "I am sure you are not referring to a talk about the birds and the bees."
"No, I think I got that one aced. I met her mother for the first time and as soon as I introduced myself she got upset. After I left, she told Shannon that she couldn't see me anymore. She never did that with any of her previous boyfriends. Her mother did not give her any further explanation. I guess Shannon got a little testy with her mom, because she finally agreed to back off, but only if you talked with her."
"Let me get this straight. This girl's mother will let the two of you date, but only if she talks to me first."
"That's pretty much it. Shannon said she never did anything like this before."
"I guess I can find the time. You set it up and let me know where and when." Rob left the room with a big grin and I sat there wondering why this woman would have to meet with me before approving their relationship.
That evening, Rob drove us to Shannon's place. It was an old shotgun house just off the main drag. The house needed painting badly and the slate sidewalk should have been re-leveled years ago. Shannon was waiting just inside the front door and anxiously opened it, as we approached.
"Hi. I'm Shannon." She was bubbly and cute. I could see why Rob was attracted to her. "We really appreciate this, Mister Rishel. I am sorry about having to ask you over like this, but Mom insisted. I hope you don't mind."
"Don't worry about it. I am sure we can get things worked out in no time."
"Mom. Mister Rishel is here."
My heart stood still as my old high school/college sweetheart, Abigail Connor, walked into the room. "Hello John."
"Hi Abby." The words came out of my mouth automatically.
There was an awkward silence in the room, which Rob quickly broke. "You guys know each other?"
She didn't take her eyes off me. "Your father and I went to school together."
Shannon seemed happy about the new situation. "Well that should make things easier, right?"
"I have a fresh pot of coffee ready. I think we might be more comfortable in the kitchen." I dutifully followed her to the back of the house. As I went to sit, she turned to the kids. "You two better wait in the front room for a while. Turn on the TV and no messing around. I'll call you in a few minutes."
Abby started to get the coffee and I started to reminisce. We were in the fall semester of our final year at Penn State. Abby and I had a fight because I didn't want to come home for Thanksgiving break. She went without me. While she was gone, I partied, got drunk, and got arrested for disorderly conduct. My parents were not happy, and Abby refused to talk to me when she got back. She was still mad at me when the semester ended and she went home for Christmas alone. I was in bad graces with mom and dad, so I stayed on campus over the holidays. That's when the bad news came.
It was between Christmas and New Years when Katherine approached me in the student union. According to her, during one of my drunken binges at the frat house, we had sex and she was now pregnant. Because of the situation with my parents at the time, I didn't want to aggravate them further. Without giving it too much thought, the two of us drove down to Gretna Green that day and got married. I didn't tell my parents until after graduation the next spring. Abby found out about the marriage, when she returned to school, after News Years, and immediately dropped out. I don't know if she ever finished.
"You're daydreaming." Her words woke me up, as the mug appeared before me. She was twenty years older than when I last saw her and still beautiful. My mind was racing, comparing what should have been and what was.
'I'm sorry. I wasn't prepared for this. You'll have to let my brain catch up before I can be worth a shit."
Abby had always been easy to talk to, and I always felt comfortable with her. I don't even remember what we argued about before we drifted apart. It was at that moment when I realized that I didn't even know her married name. Rob had never mentioned what Shannon's last name was.
It was time to break the ice. I was trying to be cool and yet open. "Is there a Mister Abby about, or is it just going to be the two of us for this discussion?"
She didn't smile at my pathetic attempt at humor.
"That's why I asked you here. I am not looking for anything, but I am hoping we can avoid a problem."
"What do you mean 'you are not looking for anything'?"
"John, I never married. I tried dating a few guys, but nothing ever worked out. Most of them were not interested in an unmarried mom and were just looking for easy sex with no strings attached."
"I still don't understand."
"Damn it, John. You are Shannon's father. There, I said it. I was hoping I could tell you in a more sophisticated way, but sometimes things don't work out like we plan."
Of course I had no clue. "Can I have some more coffee?"
"That's it? That is all you have to say?"
"I guess I understand why you told them they couldn't see each other anymore."
"Unfortunately, I think it might have been too late. By the time I figured out that you were Rob's father, they had already consummated their relationship."
"Oh God. You are telling me that my son and my daughter are having sex."
"I am pretty sure."
"I thought brothers and sisters were supposed to hate each other."
The fresh coffee was too hot to drink. I blew across the top of the cup as my daughter's mother stared at me, waiting for some words of wisdom that I could not offer.
"Abby, I don't think we have any choice, do we? We have to tell them and hope that it's not too late."
There was a sudden mood change across the table. "I'm sorry, John. I should have told you, but I just couldn't bring myself to do it. You had just gotten married, and I didn't want to screw things up for you."
"So you choose to ruin your own life instead?"
"I have a beautiful, intelligent daughter. I did not ruin my life, I just had to make a few adjustments."
I drained my cup of coffee and leaned back in my chair.
"By the way, John. I don't want to appear nosy, but where is Katherine?"
"I am afraid that we are estranged." I always thought that was a neat word, but never thought I would get a chance to use it.
"Oh. Sorry I asked."
We sat there for several moments, neither of us saying anything.
"John, do you want to tell them or should I do it?"
"You go ahead and I will support you as best as I can."
Less than a minute later Shannon and Rob were sitting at the kitchen table with us. Abby slid a folded piece of paper across the Formica to Shannon.
"Oh, my gosh!" Shannon immediately got Rob's attention and she hadn't even unfolded the paper yet.
"What's going on?"
"It is the mysterious birth certificate that I wasn't supposed to see until I was twenty one."
Rob looked perplexed. "What the hell is so unusual about a birth certificate?"
Shannon didn't answer. She had unfolded the form and was staring at it with her mouth open. "No. No. This can't be true. There has to be a mistake. Mom, tell me it's not true."
Abby didn't answer her daughter. She was staring at the floor. Rob was trying to look at the paper, but Shannon was hiding it from him."
"Mom, please. Tell me it's not true."
There was still no answer. In disgust, Shannon threw the birth certificate across the table and ran out of the room crying.
"Dad, what the hell is going on?"
"I'm sorry Rob. It was a hard thing for us to tell you, but you had to know."
"Know what? Damn it!"
"Shannon is your sister."
The kitchen fell silent. Far off, somewhere in the house, we could hear Shannon weeping. Rob got up slowing and walked out of the room. I was sure he had a million questions, but he wasn't looking for answers right now. He had more important things to do. A few moments later the sobbing became less intense.
"Abby, you don't happen to have a beer, do you?"
Abby and I had just finished our second beer, when Rob reappeared. "Can we go home now, Dad?"
Two days later Rob decided to speak to me again. Things had been gloomy around the house and I was relieved that something was going to happen.



"I want DNA tests done. I have the money to pay for them and I won't take no for an answer."
"Where do we get this done?"
"There is a lab in Allentown. It's two hundred dollars for each test. I want tests on Shannon, you and myself."
"Well if we are going to go to that trouble, we might as well get the girls tested also. I'll pick up the tab. Do we have to drive down there or do they mail us the stuff we need for the testing?"
"Either, but I'd rather go there."
"Fine. You set everything up and we'll make a day of it. I'll even spring for supper at the Olive Garden."
That afternoon I called the Continental Fire and Flood Casualty office. I spoke to the head of the company's legal department. He was not really interested in my marital situation and quickly told me so, however, he was interested in how Bryan Masterson paid for the motel rooms he had been using. When I mentioned that Masterson was Katherine's boss and that I wanted more information about the company's infidelity policy, he quickly ended the conversation.
A few days later, Katherine called. For some strange reason she had lost her job and was having trouble paying the bills. She sounded upset when I told her that I had not been able to find work and that I was sponging off my parents. She wanted me to give her enough money so that she could move back to Baltimore. She had the house up for sale, but it was not going well. She was hoping to get out of Pennsylvania before her car got repossessed. She tried again to rationalize her affair with Masterson, but quickly abandoned the attempt when I offered no response.
Although she didn't mention it, I knew that Bryan Masterson had also been laid off. She never figured out what happened.
Two days later, everything changed. I walked into the house and found Rob and Shannon on the couch, smiling like two Cheshire cats.
They just sat with silly grins on their faces as I got a cold Fosters.
"Okay. What's up? Why the long faces?" It was a weak attempt at humor. They laughed anyhow.
"Do you want the good news or the good news?"
"Don't you have that a little wrong?"
"We don't think so. Well maybe a little of it is bad news, but overall it is pretty good."
"Quit screwing with me."
"Donna and Darcy are both your daughters. The DNA matched."
"I assume they are happy about that?"
"They don't know yet."
"What are you not telling me?"
"Shannon is your daughter. Another near perfect match."
"I am still a little confused. Where does the good-good part of this kick in?"
"Don't freak out now, but I am not your son."
I was not expecting that. I loved Rob with all my heart and raised him as any good father would. Now he is telling me that I am not his father.
"I need another beer."
The grins had vanished from Rob and Shannon's faces. Things had suddenly gotten a little more serious and a little less lighthearted. I returned with a new longneck and slumped into my chair.
"Dad, it doesn't change anything between the two of us. You are still my father no matter what the DNA says. I don't know who the sperm donor was, but you will always be my father."
I had half of the new bottle finished. "I don't know whether to be happy or sad. I don't know if it is good news or bad news. I don't know what to do. I just don't know what to do."
My new daughter and my former son just sat on the couch, without saying anything.
"Have you told your mother yet, Shannon?"
"No."
"Why don't you kids run over and give her the news. I have lots of things I have to think about."
Mom and Dad were in the kitchen trying to avoid the entire situation. They were always good about that.
"John, if there is anything we can do please let us know. We won't offer advice, but are more than willing to help in any other way." Dad was always there for me. I wanted to do the same for Rob.
Abby found me several hours later, at the Circle Bar. I don't know how she knew I was there and I don't remember getting drunk. In retrospect, I don't know why I got drunk. Things weren't all that bad, just mixed up. It had been ten years since I overindulged, and I had no good excuse for doing it now.
I woke up on the couch in Abby's house. Somehow or other, she got me there. I was still dressed, but my shoes were off. I pissed myself, and was justifiably embarrassed when I realized it. I smelled the fresh coffee, but the toilet got precedence.
She was waiting at the kitchen table when I shuffled back from the bathroom. The bathrooms in these older homes were always on the second floor, so I was forced to attack the stairs in order to use it. I won that battle, though barely. Abby offered me nothing but coffee, which was fine under the circumstances.
"I sure did make a mess of things. I don't know who to apologize to first."
"It appears that you were not the only one who had sex with Katherine that weekend. You just drew the short straw."
"Hell, I don't even remember having sex with her. I assumed that I did because of the way she approached me. I didn't have an alibi and no way to prove that I didn't sleep with her. I took the easy way out, like a jerk. Man, I must be the biggest sucker in the world."
There was no reply from across the table. Finally she spoke up. "Hey, don't look at me. I agree with your self evaluation all the way."
"I don't know what to do."
"I thought the divorce was already started."
"It is, but I feel that I should be doing something else."
"I think what you should be doing right now is taking a shower and shaving."
I was in pretty bad shape. I also felt like shit. "Can you give me a ride home?"
Rob was in high spirits the next few days. The girls seemed to be satisfied with their situation, genetically, but still not happy with the mother that they felt they were stuck with. My Mom and Dad were as supportive as they could be without sticking their noses where they were not wanted. It was appreciated. Rob was the one who decided that more action was necessary.
"Dad, I want to make lemonade."
"What are you talking about?"
"You know how you always said if the world gives you lemons, make lemonade?"
I nodded my head to indicate yes.
"Well, we got a bunch of lemons. Let's get started."
How proud could a dad be?
"She must know, Dad. Mom has to know who my real father might be. It was at the frat house, right? That means that it was one of your 'brothers' who got Mom pregnant and let you take the blame. Isn't there some way you can get her to give you some names?"
"Wow. You are assuming it was more than one. It appears that you don't think very much of your mother."
"Not after what she did to you then, and what she is doing now. She was a sleaze and she is still a sleaze. How the hell did you stay with her all these years?
I ignored the last question. "I got an idea. I don't know if it will work, but it is worth a try."
That afternoon I called my loving wife. I had tried to arrange in my mind what I wanted to say, but I was afraid that I would end up getting flustered and blow it.
"John, what can I do for you? I wasn't expecting a call."
From the tone of her voice, I was afraid that she might consider the call an attempt at reconciliation. I was going to have to be very careful not to mislead her.
"I was thinking about our last conversation. You mentioned something about wanting to move in with your sister. Is that something you are still considering?"
"Yeah. Did you come up with a way to help me out? If you did, I would be grateful."
"I can give you two thousand dollars to help you get started, but I need a couple things in return."
"Okay, that will really help. What do you need?"
"I assume that you are not aware that I had DNA tests done on all the kids."
"Oh shit." From her muffled out burst, she had no idea about the tests.
"I'm am so sorry, John. I was hoping that this would never come up. Things seemed to be so good between you and Rob."
I found it interesting that she mentioned Rob, but not Darcy or Donna.
"And what about the girls?"
"I don't know what you mean, John. What about the girls"
"Weren't you concerned about their DNA tests?"
"No, why would I?"
Her reply seemed sincere and I decided not to pursue the subject any further.
"I would like the name, or names, of who Rob's father is or might be. Give me that and you can have the two thousand dollars."
The pause at the other end was far longer than I expected.
"Katherine, whoever this guy is, he didn't think enough of you to make you an honest woman. Why would you feel that you owed him some sort of secrecy? He used you and dumped you on me. I am the one that needs consideration, not him."
"Okay. Okay. There were three of them. I don't know which one is the father."
"A few names would be appreciated."
"Kyle Simmons, Ray Thorensen, and Phillip Burger."
I knew all of them. Three spoiled rich kids, who felt that they could get away with anything. They were all loyal fraternity brothers who turned out not to be too loyal. .
"Thanks Katherine. I appreciate it."
"What else was it that you said you wanted John?"
"If you are not going to be staying in the house and you can't sell it, can I have it?"
"Oh my, yes. I can't sell it, and would like nothing more than to let you have it. Even if I find a buyer, I would not make enough from the transaction to pay the real estate commission. You can have it as soon as I move out. I'll sign any papers you have. John, I also have a small favor."
"What is that Katherine?"
"Is there any way you can arrange for the kids and I to get together? Nothing fancy, but I am their mother, never the less, and I really would like to see them occasionally."
"I am sure I can set something up."
Two days later, Katherine had her two thousand dollars and I had title to the house, and the mortgage.
Rob had no trouble getting loads of information on his possible sperm donors. The DNA information was a little more difficult, but not impossible.
Ray Thorensen was a high school teacher in Altoona. All state employees were required to have their DNA on file. Those files were not available to the public, but Rob had no trouble figuring out how to get what he needed. Ray Thorensen was not Rob's father.
Phillip Burger was a guest of the Ohio penal system. It seemed that Phil liked young girls: girls that the state seemed to feel should not be sleeping with men old enough to be their fathers. It's not my place to judge, but I was glad that Phillip's whereabouts were available. Of course all people of Phillip's caliber are in the database. I don't know how Rob got access to this one, but the end result was that Phil was not Rob's father.
If Katherine had been straight with me, that meant that Kyle Simmons had to be the one. The search was on.
Seymour Schlamp and I went to high school together. Seymour went to Dickerson and got a law degree when I went to Penn State. Seymour and the law was not a match made in heaven. He was not the straightest arrow in the quiver: in fact he was sleazy to say the least. However he was the ideal candidate for our project.
Using the Nittany Lions Alumni news and the fraternity web pages we located Lieutenant Colonel Simmons at Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland. Kyle was a big deal in ROTC at college and it seemed like he made a career of it. Abby had a cousin in the Pennsylvania National Guard who was able to get hold of Kyle's DNA record. We had a match. Houston, we are ready to launch.
Katherine was out of the house by the end of the week. Rather than paying the back mortgage payments, I just refinanced the whole thing, eliminating Katherine's name on all the documents. I moved back into the house, but the kids wanted to stay at Frackville to finish the school year. Rob wanted to stay to be near Shannon. I think I wanted to be near Abby, but there were still things that had to be done.
I was amazed at the poor job that Katherine's lawyer did. It would have been very easy for him to determine that I hadn't quit my job, just took a leave of absence. It appeared that he never checked. I got the feeling that he used a fill-in-the-blank divorce form that he downloaded off the Internet. It would still be several months until it was final, but I wasn't anticipating a problem. The bad part about getting my job back was the loss of the college grants for Rob. The good part was that I would be able to pay the tuition or qualify for a loan.
Abby worked in an office that did medical billing for doctors. It was a straight nine to five job, five days a week. I started spending all my weekends at Frackville. Rob and Shannon were getting along fine with one small glitch: Shannon was spending a lot of time with Darcy and Donna. Mostly it was shopping, but Rob wasn't nuts about sharing her. Abby and I thought it was funny, in a good way.
For some reason, Abby and I were behaving more like friends than former lovers. It seemed like neither one of us was willing to make the first move towards intimacy.
Seymour flooded the legal system with all the paper he could think of. He worked on the shotgun theory. He figured if he filed enough cases against Simmons, one or two of them might stick. He was also hoping for at least one partial admission of guilt so that he could attach Kyle's pay. I wasn't paying him a cent, but he didn't seem to mind as long as he got a cut off the top.
I didn't want anything out of the lawsuits, but it would be nice if we could get Rob's college paid for. That would make it easier when the girls started. Things stayed pretty much the same between Rob and I. The DNA thing didn't seem to bother either of us. Rob was just happy that he wasn't Shannon's brother. I was glad that I was her father, but I wished I could have spent more time with her when she was growing up. She sort of got screwed in this whole deal, but didn't seem upset about it.
Things began to normalize. I got everything straightened out with the house, but hated living alone. Rob and Shannon finished school, and were both working. Rob would be leaving for State College in two months. Shannon was going to start a two-year program at the Reading Area Community College in some sort of medical administration field.
Katherine called from Baltimore. Things were not going well between her and her parents. She was still living with her sister and could not afford to get a place of her own. She was having trouble getting work, because of the bad references from her last employer. She was sorry for everything and wished she could take it all back. She hoped that I could forgive her. Although forgiveness on my part was out of the question, she was happy to hear that the girls were planning a trip to Baltimore to see her. The conversation ended on a high note for.
My life started to get better toward the end of the summer. The divorce was final and there were no strings attached. Kyle Simmons admitted paternity of Rob on the advice of his lawyer. In lieu of a cash settlement, it was agreed that Kyle would pay all of Rob's college expenses for four years. Kyle also ended up paying Seymour's fees. To make things worse for good old Kyle, his wife filed for divorce, which included her entitlement to 49% of Kyle impending retirement. Using simple math, Kyle's wife determined that Rob was conceived just four weeks before her marriage date. Coupled with several other indiscretions over the years, it turned out to be the straw that broke the camel's back.
The best surprise came when Abby showed up at the house. It was too late for supper, but perfect for a bottle of wine. She had nothing to say until we got comfortable.
"John, I need a favor?"
I liked how she opened the conversation, because I felt obligated to her, and wanted to do something for her.
"Shannon will be starting classes at RACC in a few weeks, and I am not happy about her commuting, especially over the winter through the mountains. I was wondering if it would be all right if she stayed here with you?"
"Of course. The girls are moving back in and I think they will all get along great."
"There is one other problem. We have never been separated before and I am hesitant to leave her alone."
"She won't be alone. I will be here and so will the girls."
I could tell that I said the wrong thing, by the look of exasperation on her face.
"I'm sorry, Abby. I guess that wasn't the right answer. I can see that you were expecting something else. Can you help me out here?"
"I swear John Rishel, you are the densest man I know. I am not going to let you off the hook, again. I am going to sit here until you figure it out. Give me some more wine."
Well it only took me about five seconds to realize what was going on. Before I finished pouring her wine, I was grinning from ear to ear.
Epilogue: Well, everything came out, as it should have. Rob is doing well at Penn State and makes it home every chance he gets. Shannon has great grades at RACC and will be finishing a half year early. Donna has been accepted at James Madison University in Virginia with a nice scholarship. Darcy still hasn't decided on a college. Abby, Mrs. Rishel, has a nice little medical billing practice going for a three county area. She is hoping that Shannon will be ready to cover for her when the baby is due.
We drink a lot of lemonade.
As that famous English author always says: "Life goes on."
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Parkour - An activity with the aim of moving from one point to another as efficiently and quickly as possible.

It had been a long year for Tracey McMann. Up until twelve months ago, everything had been fine. Then she turned thirty, and the responsibilities of life began to overwhelm her. She missed her life as a professional student. She missed Grant's Pass and she hated San Francisco. That was almost an oxymoron; nobody hated San Francisco. Actually, it wasn't the city she hated, but the role she had to play in the city.
When Travis McMann died five years ago, Tracey was crushed. She had lost her mother when she was five, to the big C, and when her father had his heart attack, she felt deserted. Without her Uncle Tanner, Tracey would have been totally lost.
Travis McMann was a wealthy man. His money came from the company that he and Tanner started over thirty years ago. It was an odd company because it really had no primary function or purpose. Tanner and Travis, started picking up small independent businesses that performed specialized customer services. They had managers to run them, or franchised them out to entrepreneurs. They owned transmission shops, fast food restaurants, paint and body shops, and a dozen other similar mismatched enterprises. Because they were extremely clever, the brothers were able to generate revenues of hundreds of millions of dollars every year from this hodge-podge.
When Travis died, Tanner was left with the responsibility of running the entire show. Tanner was more of a hands-on, guy than Travis. He enjoyed the fieldwork, but hated the business side of things.
He reluctantly took over the reins of the company with the agreement that Tracey would assume that spot when she turned thirty. At that point, Tanner would retire. He was a hard-nosed bastard and would not be missed.
Tracey was in the fourth year of getting her Masters of Fine Arts at the University of Oregon, when she got the word. Up until that time, all she wanted to do was paint and draw. She never ran out of creative ideas and loved art.
Although she owned twenty-six percent of the McMann Enterprise, she was only living off the interest from the twenty-eight million dollars annuity her father had set up for her. She had no trouble getting comfortable on twelve thousand dollars a month. In fact, being as thrifty as her father, she was putting over half of her income away every month. She did not need, or appreciate, the aggravation of running a business, especially the one that had been thrust upon her.
McMann Enterprises rented the tenth floor of the Bank Of American building. Most of the business was paper work. That meant computers and people to operate them. As the CEO, Tracey supervised a board of eight men. These eight men made almost all of the decisions necessary for the company to function. Apparently Tracey's job was to rubber stamp everything that was presented to her. Things seemed to be operating satisfactory, up until a few months ago.
The board was composed of seven men and one woman. Andrea Stiles was in charge of the personnel department, but seemed to be more interested in Tracey than she was in the position. Tracey was flattered by the interest, but would have preferred than Andrea paid more attention to the job. Todd Werner was younger than Tracey, and was in charge of the computers systems in the main company headquarters and at the individual business locations. Tracey liked Todd, and felt that he was the only one of the bunch who she could trust. Unlike Andrea, Todd had absolutely no interest in Tracey. Tracey liked that as well.
The other six board members were old men, who had been there forever. They did not hide the fact that they resented Tracey sitting in the chairman's seat. All six of them felt they were better qualified than she was, and that they deserved the seat more than she did. Their self appointed spokesman was Darien Tremble. Tracey had no idea how Andrea fit in with the old codgers, but she could tell that Todd was not one of the chosen.
Weekends were the only thing that kept her sane. All of her spare time in Oregon was spent in strenuous outdoor endeavors. Between mountain biking, rock climbing, and parkour, Tracey had little free time. She did go on a few occasional dates, and had a few discrete sex partners, but never anything serious. Here in San Francisco, she found her desire to exercise a little more difficult to accomplish. Urban parkour was a little harsher than what she was used to, and the surroundings a little less pleasant, but it kept her in shape.
Three blocks from the office was the Heritage Bike Shop, run by Tiny Morgan. Tracey wandered in one day when she was bored out of her mind at work. It was a good-sized place, especially for the downtown area. Property values there were out of sight. Most of the bikes were old Harley's and Indian's. There was a Vincent Black Shadow sitting aside of an Aerial Square Four, and some vintage BMW's. It was almost like a museum. Tracey had learned to ride years before, on a Honda Rebel 250, so she was attracted to the small selection of low riders sitting on the side of the shop. Most of the shoppers were interested in the bigger machines, but Tracey thought the 883 Sportsters were perfect.
A week later a pretty black Harley was parked right beside her 1980 RX7 in the condo basement. She hardly ever used the Mazda, preferring to take cabs or cable cars in the city. She rode her bike every weekend.
Tracey rented the condo because it was close to Japantown and just a block from the cable car line. She could get all the sushi she wanted and had easy transportation, to and from work. The area around Japantown was ideal for her parkour. She always got up early, worked out, and then showered before leaving for work. As she stood in front of the mirror, with the hair dryer blasting away, she made a mental note to look into changing her hairstyle. Long blonde hair was attractive to men, and a lot of women, but it was a pain in the butt to keep looking good. Since she wasn't looking for any type of relationship, getting a short boyish bob seemed like the sensible thing to do. She was almost six feet tall and most of that seemed to be her legs. The biking and the running left her lean, without an ounce of body fat. She needed a good rural place to run and parkour. She missed Oregon.
After her hair was dry, things went quickly. The natural look was easy to pull off, if you looked good naturally. Cotton sports underwear was always comfortable. There was an obvious absence of silk, or nylon and lace from her lingerie drawer.
She finished a glass of orange juice and half of a honeydew melon, before leaving the apartment. Skipping the first floor, Tracey went straight to the basement garage, so she could check on a pesky oil leak on the Sporty before leaving for work. It was still dripping, so a trip to the shop would be necessary, before the end of the week. Five minutes later, she was going down California Street, toward the cable car.
As soon as she stepped off the cable car, Todd Warner grabbed her arm.
"This way, hurry. Damn it, Miss McMann, move it."
It was obvious that Todd had something serious on his mind. She decided it would be prudent to see what was so urgent. Todd was normally level headed and serious, at all times. What he was doing was against his nature, so she figured it must be important. The Stardust Coffee Shop was jammed at the counter, but the back was clear. Most of the early customers were getting their caffeine fix to go.
"Okay, are we safe now? Do you want to tell me what the hell is going on Todd?"
"It's Tremble. He got an injunction or something to have you removed as Chairman of the Board. He and his cronies have rounded up enough stock, to out-vote you, and take over the company. They had legal papers drawn up declaring you incompetent. There are servers waiting at each of the four entry doors, as well as the parking garage entry. There is no way you can get in. They had one at your home this morning also. How did you miss him?"
"I went out through the parking garage in the back of the condo. What happens when they give me the papers?"
"That means that you have been officially notified. You will have to go to court and spend years and millions of dollars to get it undone. By that time it will be too late."
"Too late for what?"
"They are planning on selling the company off, piece by piece. Some of the board members are actually going to take over sections of it. I believe Tremble is going to keep all the transmission shops for his own."
"How much stock do they have?"
"I am not sure but I heard the figure thirty one percent mentioned several times."
"They are probably right, Todd. I am incompetent. I'm not qualified to run the damn company. I figured that I would let them continue to run it and I would stay on as a figurehead. I never expected them to stab me in the back."
"Maybe your aren't experienced enough to run the company, but you are fair and honest. I can't say that about them."
"What happens if they don't serve me the papers?"
"You are still in charge, even though you are not here. They can't get you out, until they serve you."
"Will that stop them from breaking up the company?"
"I am not a corporate lawyer, but I think so."
"I want you to find a lawyer that can draw up some papers that will protect the company's interests. Do it as soon as possible. Give me your cell number. I will call you as soon as I can and tell you where to bring the papers, so I can sign them. I want all major decisions put on hold until I return. Can we do something like that?"
"Damn it, Tracey, I am not a lawyer. All I can do is try."
Todd had never called her by her first name before. Under the circumstances, she didn't mind. He gave her his business card and wrote his cell phone number on the back.
"Do you have any cash, Todd?"
"About three hundred dollars."
Todd gave Tracey the cash, and she gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. Todd left by the front door and Tracey went out the back.
The Heritage Bike Shop was not open for business yet, but Tracey knew that Tiny slept there. After enduring a few minutes of persistent banging, Tiny reluctantly opened the door. He was rewarded with a large cup of straight black coffee, no fancy frappacinos for Tiny.
"What the hell are you doing here at this hour?"
"I need a big favor, Tiny."
"Have I ever denied you anything?"
"I can't go home. I need to borrow a Sporty, a twelve hundred, if you have it. I need boots and leathers."
"Wow, a beautiful lady in desperate need. What could be sexier than that? Help yourself to whatever you can find in this haberdashery. I'll see if I can get a bike ready for you. Any color preference?" Tiny couldn't help cracking a little laugh at the whole situation. He knew Tracey's position and had no worries about being repaid. Being on Tracey's good side could have its benefits. Tiny wasn't dumb. Tracey ignored his color joke.
From across the room, Tracey heard Tiny yell. "A destination might be of help in making choices. Can you give me one?"
"Did you ever hear of Rough and Ready?"
"Been there and done that."
"Will that help?"
"At this time of year, you will need long-johns under the leathers and some good gloves. I think I got a bike with a half windshield that will also help. Don't forget the long johns.
Under the circumstances, modesty was not a factor. Tracey pulled the quilted long johns on right in the showroom. She found some leathers that fit looser than she would have normally picked, but she was expecting a long ride. Comfort was more important than style. She chose her boots the same way, along with some heavy wool socks.
Tiny was wheeling a red Sportster with a half windshield across the floor. "This is the best I can do right now. Your legs might get a little cold, but it will help out the top part. You might do better with one of the Gold Wings over there."
"No thanks, this will be fine. Can you help me pick out a jacket and some gloves? Why do I need all this gear, anyhow?"
"Your timing sucks, lady. There is a whole bunch of snow coming in over the Sierras today. By this evening, it will be down to the foothills. You will be fine until you get past Sacramento, but after that, anything could happen. Grass Valley and Nevada City both get snowed in pretty often, and Rough and Ready is right next-door. Are you sure you wouldn't rather go someplace else?"
"Sorry Tiny, but that is where I have to go."
"How about a car or a truck? I can lend you mine."
"That's no damn fun, is it?"
Tiny gave directions that were a little oversimplified, but workable. He said to go to Auburn and turn North. The first couple of hours were fine. She decided to stop for lunch at Sacramento. At this point, the long johns seemed like a bit of overkill. The highway speed helped to cool things down a little, but she was still a little warm. The gloves and goggles were safe in her pockets and it looked like they would not even be necessary.
Tom Henderson had just finished tying his ex-wife's up-right piano to the utility trailer. Things were tight and the money he could get for the piano would help out. There wasn't a whole lot of stuff left he that could sell after this.
"Let's go guys. We have to get on the way, if we are going to beat the storm."
Two young boys came out of the house. The setting was beautiful, but the house itself, left a lot to be desired. If you really stretched, you could call it a mountain cabin, but in reality it was more like a shack in the woods. The best thing was that it didn't have a mortgage. Bradley was sixteen and his brother Greg was thirteen. They actually let school out at noon, because of the pending storm. It didn't seem that ominous at the moment, but they were hard to predict.
"After we get this thing delivered, we can stop and have supper at The Pit."
The Jeep Cherokee had no trouble pulling the trailer, but the piano made it tipsy on the gravel road. Tom took his time until he hit the macadam. It wasn't a long drive from Nevada City to Roseville, but he didn't want to take any chances on losing the piano, now that he had it sold.
Tom Henderson had finished three new stories, as part of his series of children's books. Unfortunately, they lacked the necessary illustrations. His publisher was withholding any further advances, until the illustrations were finished. All of the artists Tom contacted for assistance, demanded payment up front. That was out of the question.
Tom's wife, Anne, normally did the pastel-like drawings that accompanied the stories, but her unexpected departure left him high and dry. The only income the family had came from Tom's creative efforts. Luckily he had residuals coming in from the earlier books he had written.
It was two years since Anne had left. The only explanation Tom got was a note on the dining room table, and the divorce papers that came from Reno several months later. The note simply said that she had found someone else, an Airman from Beale Air Force Base, near Marysville, and would not be coming back. She went with him when he got transferred. The divorce papers said he was no longer married. Tom had suspected something for almost a year, but hoped it wasn't so. It was difficult to explain to the boys, since he had no idea why it happened. Husbands are always the last to know.
The six hundred dollars coming from the piano sale would buy a month worth of food and pay all the back utility bills. Anything else would have to wait.
Tom was relieved when the upright was finally in place at its new home. He couldn't have done it without the help of the boys. The snow was coming down in big wet flakes, before they hit Auburn, on the drive home. He was glad to get off the interstate because the empty trailer had a tendency to bounce around at high speeds. Under the circumstances it probably would have been better to continue until they got home, but he had promised the boys supper at The Pit. The Pit was a special occasion, because the New York Strips weren't cheap. Bradley and Greg really enjoyed cooking their own steaks over the open fire. It was worth the extra money as far as Tom was concerned.
When the meat was finally charred to perfection, the guys got to sit and eat by the front window. They watched the snow get heavier and the wind get stronger. Greg was the first to see the motorcycle come out of the white swirls, and pull up to the building. The entire front end of the cycle and the rider were covered in frozen, white snow. Two minutes later, they watched the shoulder length blonde hair fall down as Tracey removed her helmet. She stood in the doorway dripping snow onto the brick entrance floor, while the hostess handed her a towel.
Bradley and Greg thought it was the coolest thing they ever saw. Tom just saw a beautiful girl who needed a hot cup of coffee. A few minutes later, she had the coffee and a hamburger to go with it. Although she had brushed herself off quite well, she was still dripping on the floor. Her cheeks were bright red, even though she had been wearing a full-face helmet.
"What is wrong, Bradley?"
"She just smiled at me."
"Yeah. In your dreams." It was obvious that Greg did not believe his brother.
"Were you staring at her?"
Bradley squirmed a little in his seat. "It's sort of hard not to stare at her. She is definitely hot."
"Well try and control yourself. It is definitely rude."
Tom was fully aware of what his oldest son was attracted to. He had been able to sneak in a few glances of his own between bites of steak. She was hot, just as Bradley said. The kind of girl that boys dream about, before they fall asleep at night. The kind of a girl that a middle aged man knows he can never enjoy the company of. Maybe it was the leather.
The snow seemed to be getting worse. Eventually, Tom and the boys would have to bite the bullet and go the last twenty miles to get home. The four-wheel drive would help, but it would still be rough.
The vote to get dessert was unanimous, but before they could finish, they were pleasantly interrupted.
"Excuse me. The waitress said that the trailer out front belonged to you." The tall blonde in the leathers was standing at the table. They never saw her approach.
Tom found himself to be a little tongue-tied, but he was able to muster a weak yes.
"I need a favor. I have to get to a motel for the night, but I am afraid I can't do any more on the bike. I noticed that your trailer is empty and I was hoping you could give me a lift to the nearest motel. The motorcycle does not belong to me, and I don't feel comfortable leaving it here."
"We are headed towards Grass Valley. There are two motels there. I don't see any reason why we can't give you a lift."
"I would really appreciate that. By the way, I already paid your tab."
"What if I had turned you down?"
"Never happen."
The boys were beaming ear to ear. "We can load it for you." Bradley held out his hand, and his dream girl handed him the keys.
"Tie it tight to the front rail, guys. And use all of the bungee cords and tie downs." Tom knew they didn't need any instructions. They had loaded and unloaded their dirt bikes dozens of times over the last year. The only difference was that the Harley was a lot heavier.
She sat down at the table across from Tom. "My name is Tracey. I am afraid I picked a bad time to visit my uncle." She held out her hand, which was an unusual thing for a woman to do, Tom thought.
"Tom, Tom Henderson. The older boy is Bradley, and the younger one is Greg. I apologize for Bradley staring at you earlier."
"That's Okay. I thought I caught you looking also."



"You were quite a sight, all covered in snow and ice. I'm sorry if I made you feel uncomfortable. It wasn't my intent."
"Oh no. It was a good thing. Any discomfort you had, gave me leverage, so that I could get you to help me. I am devious that way."
Tom couldn't help but to smile at the brassiness of his table guest. The waitress brought two coffees and they sat, silently, watching the two boys load the cycle on the trailer, as if they had done it a hundred times before. It was equipped to carry dirt bikes and ATV's, so getting the small Harley fastened down was a breeze. Ten minutes later, the two boys came in, and Bradley returned the keys to Tracey. He seemed proud of himself and the lady in distress noticed.
"Okay Bradley. Now get the Jeep warmed up so we can get out of here."
By the time Tom and Tracey got out to the car, Greg had all the snow cleared from the windows, and the inside was starting to get warm. Tracey gave the bike tie downs a quick visual check, before settling down in the shotgun seat. She held her helmet on her lap with the goggles and gloves inside.
For the most part, the roads in this area were usually clear, so there were no teams of snowplows available. By noon tomorrow it would all be gone, except for small patches that lay in the perpetual shaded areas. Tom kept his speed down and avoided braking, the best he could. Just as he expected, both motels had 'No Vacancy' signs flashing out front.
Tom pulled over to the side of the road. The snow was still coming down, a bit slower but the flakes were larger. "Where were you trying to get to?"
"I have an Uncle in Rough and Ready. I don't exactly know where his place is, and I am not even sure he is there. In fact, I don't even have his phone number. I figured somebody up there could help me find him."
"Well Rough and Ready is about four miles West of here, and our place is four miles East of here, in Nevada City. Under the circumstances, I think it will be better to go to our place. We have plenty of room and you would be more than welcome. Tomorrow, or the next day, we can help you find your uncle."
"Are you sure I wouldn't be imposing? Will your wife mind?"
"No wife to worry about. I even think we might have some dry clothes for you."
Tom couldn't help but notice that his sons were both sporting big grins. Suddenly he realized that he was smiling also. His guest also noticed.
Ten minutes later, Tracey was watching her host make coffee in his rustic cabin. It wasn't rustic in a romantic way, but it was cozy. She was trying to clean herself up a little, without making too big a mess on the large, hand knitted, rag-rug. Her socks were wet, so she slipped them off and laid them over the boots she had set by the door. By that time, Tom had got the hot coals in the fireplace started again, and small flickers of fire were starting to rise up. She moved closer to wait for the impending warmth to come. The lack of conversation between the two of them was just starting to become noticeable, when the door burst open.
"Your bike is in the shed." Bradley seemed proud of himself. It appeared that he wanted to say more, but couldn't think of anything. Tracey was pleasantly amused by his discomfort. Both boys shed their jackets and left their boots by the door, before coming up to the fireplace.
"I got some milk warming up for cocoa. Why don't you go see if you can dig out some dry clothes for our guest? There should be some sweats, or something like that, in the green trunk in the attic." It was the first thing Tom had said since they entered the cabin. "Find some slippers or warm socks too."
There was no hesitation, as the boys raced to the area off the master bedroom that was used for storage. "What would you like first: hot coffee or a hot shower?"
"The shower wins, hands down. I think I'll enjoy the coffee more, after I get warmed up."
The water was hot and Tracey enjoyed it for far longer than usual. The last part of her trip was rough, and she was just starting to feel it. The steaming warmth made everything better. As she stepped out of the shower, she noticed that all of her clothing was gone. It had been replaced with a set of olive-green sweats, and some wool socks. On top of an oversized towel was a no frills hair dryer. She felt bad about monopolizing the bathroom, but it seemed to take forever for her hair to get dry. She appreciated the attention and was glad that they had not offered any used underwear to go with the other items. The sweat pants were a little short, but they did the job.
Bradley and Greg insisted that Tracey sit on the couch, between them. Tom had a mug of fresh coffee in her hands, before she got settled.
"Your clothing is in the washer. It should be dried and ready to wear within the hour. Sorry for sneaking them out of the bathroom while you were in there, but it seemed like the practical thing to do, under the circumstances. I didn't know what to do with the leather stuff, so I just hung them over some chairs."
For the next two hours, Tracey was bombarded with questions from Bradley and Greg. Where did she come from? Where was she going? Was she married? How long was she going to stay? How old was she? Why wasn't she married? It seemed to go on forever, but in a good way. It was like playing a game of twenty questions. Tracey was able to get in a few questions of her own, mostly directed at the boys, but some of them geared to give her a clue or insight into her host. She carefully avoided asking about the boy's mother. Tom sat to the side, watching the game, but not participating.
"Okay. Guys. That's enough of the interrogation. Get ready for bed and give the poor lady a break."
Reluctantly, they started to leave the room. "One last question - how do you like your eggs?" Bradley was beaming.
"I usually have fruit for breakfast, but if all you have is eggs, then scrambled is fine."
With the lads gone, the atmosphere in the room became a little more casual. Tom took the empty cup from Tracey. "This is the last of it. Should I make more?"
"Not on my account. I had plenty, and to be honest, I think I am ready for bed myself."
The dryer had long finished its job, so Tom carefully folded the cotton undergarments, long johns, and socks, and placed them beside her on the couch. "We can find some more appropriate clothes in the morning. It's my wife's old stuff, but some of it should fit you, if you don't mind wearing used stuff."
"I take it from the sweat pants, that she wasn't very tall."
Tom just smiled at her remark, and led her down the short hallway to the master bedroom. "I'll take the sofa. You need the bed after that ride." Tracey was in no mood to argue the point with him. She smiled, said "good night.", and closed the door.
It always feels odd to wake up in an unfamiliar house. Tracey felt the dampness and the lost heat as she got out of bed. A musty smell lingered, which cams from the remains of the fire that died out sometime in the middle of the night. The familiar aroma of freshly brewed coffee quickly replaced the other, less pleasant ones. The first thing she noticed as she entered the living room was the new fire starting up on top of the dead coals in the fireplace. The next thing, was the smiling faces of the three male bodies sitting at the pine slab kitchen table. She felt slightly embarrassed at the attention, but also a little flattered.
Tom put down a mug of coffee as Bradley placed half of a cantaloupe in front of the seat that had apparently been designated as the one she was supposed to use.
"Good Morning." The sound came in unison from all three of them.
Tracey smiled and nodded to the group. "The melon is nice. I wasn't expecting it."
"Bradley was up early and went down to the market to get it. He also got a honeydew just in case." Tom looked a little different this morning. The five o'clock shadow was gone and the flannel shirt looked new or at least freshly ironed.
"I didn't think the stores would be open this early."
Bradley jumped into the conversation with a little juvenile pride. "They weren't open, but I went in the back with the milk delivery man. Mister Springer let me have the melons when I told him it was a special occasion."
"Very clever and I appreciate it."
"I wiped down your Harley. I got all the slush out of the spokes and blew everything clean with the air gun. It's ready to go, if you need it." Greg seemed happy to have something to contribute to the seduction scene.
Tracey was just getting a start on her breakfast when the school bus let out a short blast. They each grabbed a knapsack and as they headed out the door, Bradley turned. "You are going to be here when we get home aren't you?"
She just smiled and nodded in the affirmative.
After the boys left, Tracey and Tom found themselves sitting in silence. Tom was having an English muffin with honey on it. Tracey was smiling to herself, amused at her host's mild discomfort. She didn't want to appear forward or aggressive, but felt it was necessary to say something to put him at ease.
"Did you say that you might have some more appropriate clothing for me? I am not too anxious to put that leather stuff back on."
"No problem. I assume you won't mind wearing something used. It belonged to my wife. Some of it might fit, but as you said, she was a good bit shorter than you are. I washed it before I packed it away, so it is all clean."
There was an attic/storage room combination off the master bedroom. It was unheated, but dry. Tom showed her the two large steamer trucks, and left her alone to root though them. Twenty minutes later, Tracey had an armload of miscellaneous items that she felt she could be comfortable with. Tom seemed pleased that she had been able to find anything at all. All she needed now was some practical shoes that fit.
The snow was already starting to melt. It would only take a couple of hours and all that would be left were small patches that were in the areas that got no sun.
"Tracey, I don't know your last name, and I don't feel that I know you well enough to use your first name. What would you prefer to be called?"
"Tracey is fine. My last name is McMann."
"Okay, Tracey it is. I answer to Tom."
"Tom, I really appreciate all that you and the boys have done, but it's time for me to move on. I'll get these clothes back to you as soon as I can. Right now I need to find a place to stay."
"We can take the jeep downtown and see what is available, and pick up some shoes at the same time." Tom didn't really want her to go. Anne's clothing covered Tracey's body, but that was all you could say. Even though she looked a little like a bag lady, Tom thought she was still pretty cute. Cute was not a good word to describe her, but it was a word that Tom wanted to fit. If he thought of Tracey as gorgeous or beautiful, he would be too intimidated to even talk to her. She had to be cute. That was the only thing that would work for now.
The sun was bright and the sky was clear as they walked to the car. It was quite a contrast from the previous day. The bell-bottom jeans that Tracey wore were a little short, but since the waist was a little large, it evened out. Luckily, the sweater covered her exposed mid-section. Not that there was anything wrong with her torso, but she felt better not showing it to the world. She was looking forward to getting a replacement for the biker boots.
It was only a short drive to town. "Are you sure you wouldn't be better off staying with us? The boys and I would love to have the company. "
Tracey had to admit that she felt comfortable with the Henderson brood, but staying there any longer might get complicated. She smiled at the offer Tom made while she was trying to think of a graceful way to turn him down. The big problem was, that she wasn't really sure that she wanted to refuse.
"I'll make a deal with you. If I can't find my Uncle, or he is not available, I'll consider staying with you guys a while longer."
Things were quiet for a few minutes. "I might be a while picking up a few things. Could you drive down to Rough and Ready, in the mean time, and see if anyone knows where Tanner might be?"
"Do you have an address or phone number?"
"I have nothing except his name, Tanner McMann, and that it is somewhere in the Rough and Ready area."
"Oh look, Tom! Can you drop me off there?" The building was old, but the sign out front was new. 'Sierra Outfitters' was just what Tracey was hoping to find.
"Are you sure? The boys and I went in there right after it opened. They have good stuff, but it is expensive as hell. Some guy from San Francisco took over the building about six months ago."
As she jumped out of the Jeep, Tom waved and yelled. "I'll be back in about an hour. Is that Okay?"
"Make it two."
The store was perfect. It was Cabela's mixed with Land's End. Tracey was going to be right at home. The selection was small, but exactly what she needed.
"Good morning. Can I help you?" There was no doubt in Tracey's mind: that this guy was from San Francisco. She wasn't the type of person that stereotyped anyone, but this was obvious, and a pleasant surprise. She would not have to endure the discomfort of having to deal with a patronizing gawker.
"I think I need a cart."
"Hi. I'm Lance and I am your personal cart." He held out his arms and smiled, but not in a smart way.
She liked Lance, but didn't believe it was his real name. Nobody would name his or her kid Lance. "Okay, lets get started. First of all, I need some parkour shoes."
"I have a nice selection of Ariake's on the side wall. I am sure we will be able to find something that will work for you."
That was the beginning of a great shopping spree. By the time the two hours was up, Tracey had accumulated an impressive pile of goodies. She had a complete wardrobe and a few extra items that she could not resist. During that time, she got Lance to admit that his real name was Brian.
He moved from the city when his mother had a stroke. Brian had a partner who was a practical nurse and was helping with her, while Brian ran the store. He missed the lifestyle he had to leave behind, but he was glad to be home.
The bill came to over four thousand dollars. Good stuff costs money. Tracey was pulling out her American Express Card, when she had a sudden fear. If there were somebody looking for her, they would definitely have a way of tracking her credit card usage. She paused for a moment before handing the card over.
"Is there a problem, Miss McMann?"
"You know who I am? Why didn't you say something?"
"I didn't think it was necessary or appropriate. If something is wrong I would be glad to help."
The offer to help was appreciated, but Tracey couldn't actually pin down the type of help she needed. She noticed Tom parking the jeep and now felt forced to come up with a quick solution. Before she could say anything, Brian spoke up. "You don't have to pay for these things right now. Take them with you and pay me when it is convenient.
"Are you sure?"
"Miss McMann, I have no doubt that you will be good for the merchandise.
"Are you about done?" Tom wasn't being pushy or being a smart-ass. The inquiry was presented in a humorous way, as he looked at the large pile of packages. Brian and Tom nodded to each other, but said nothing.
"Would you mind taking these to the car while I pay for them?"
""No problem." Tom grabbed an armload, but it was going to take him several trips. When he was out of earshot, Tracey took a piece of paper and wrote down a number for Brian. "Call this guy in San Francisco and have him bring you ten thousand dollars in cash as soon as possible. I'll pick it up here at the store. Don't mention my name. It won't be necessary. Please, don't tell anyone that you saw me."
Brian smiled at the intrigue of the whole situation. He was flattered that Tracey McMann would trust him with the task.
As she turned to pick up some bundles, Brian handed her a business card. "I am not trying to butt into your business, but if you are trying to stay incognito, I suggest a new hair style and dye job." The card was for a beauty shop nearby. "Discretion is guaranteed." He added.
Tracey nodded a silent 'thank you' as she and Tom exited with the last of the bags.
"I am sorry, but I got carried away. Your wife's things were nice enough, but these will fit and feel better. I would also feel bad if what I was wearing reminded you of her."
Tom had found the house where Tanner McMann lived. He was on a weeklong trip to Mount Shasta, fishing for brook trout. Tanner loved the mountains and catching native brookies was a challenge that he thrived on. Tom got his information from the housekeeper, but he wasn't sure if she was being straight with him. After a couple of burgers, they drove to Rough and Ready, so that Tracey could see for herself.
Tom parked on a seemingly deserted section of the road. On the right side, about 100 yards away, on top of an uphill slope was a large stone lodge. It was partially hidden by a grove of pine trees. The driveway leading up the hill was graveled and grown over. It was not inhospitable, but it wasn't open to the world either. As they approached the house, it seemed to grow larger. It was definitely bigger than a single old man needed. Tracey smiled at the ambience that seemed to contradict everything else she knew about Uncle Tanner. It was a beautiful house.
Before they reached the front porch, the door opened and a middle aged lady emerged. She had on jeans and a flannel shirt, which didn't seemed to go with her gray hair and hefty body.
"Well, I declare. If it isn't Tracey McMann. Tanner will be excited to see you."
Tracey had no idea who this woman was, and was still trying to figure it out as they were escorted into the main room. "My friend tells me that Tanner is not here. Do you have any idea when he will be back?"
"Sit! Would you like something to drink?" The furniture was all made out of pine logs with multi-colored cushions. Indian blankets were hung on the walls, like pictures. It looked like the inside of a Bonanza movie set. It was Tanner all the way. Tracey and Tom both shook their heads 'no' to the drink offer.
"I am sorry. I did not introduce myself. I am Sarah, Sarah Weiser. I guess you could say I am Tanners life partner."
"Life partner?"
Sarah let out a little laugh and looked a little embarrassed at Tracey's attempt to get her to explain her relationship with her Uncle.
"It's a complicated story. Lets just say that I cook, clean house, do laundry, and provide companionship in exchange for room and board."
Tracey quickly realized what the situation was and found it humorous. She was happy for Tanner and it looked like she should be happy for his new playmate also.
"He has lots of pictures of you, and brags about you all the time."
Tracey couldn't help but to be a little embarrassed at the comment, especially, since she made it in front of Tom.
"Tanner left four days ago to go trout fishing. He should be back in the next few days."
"He is at Mt Shasta?"
"No. He is up around Paxton. I just tell people Mt Shasta because nobody knows where Paxton is. Sorry about that." Sarah gave Tom a wink. Tracey noticed that he seemed to blush a little.
"I assume he doesn't take a cell phone with him."
"You know your uncle well. Leave me a number, and I'll have him contact you when he gets back. Are you staying in the area?"
Tracey wrote down her cell number on a pad Sarah offered, and then pushed it over to Tom. "Maybe your house phone number would be good also." Looking back at Sarah, Tracey sheepishly said, " I'll be staying with Mister Henderson for the next couple of days. He has a small place in Nevada City, so I will be close."



As if on cue, they all rose up to leave. "I hope you and Mister Henderson can join us for dinner after Tanner gets back."
"No problem, Sarah. We would love to."
Tracey noticed that Tom was smiling to himself on the short walk back to the jeep. "What is so funny Mister Tom?"
"Nothing important. It's just that you made it sound as if we were a couple. I thought that was cute."
He was right, but she didn't have a reply for that.
"I am glad to decided to stay, by the way."
They were almost back to Grass Valley, when Tracey pulled the card out that Brian had given her.
"Can you drop me off at the 'Triple Cut'? I think it's near the place I got my clothes."
"I know where it is. How long will you be?"
"Probably a couple of hours. Can I call you?"
"Bradley will be home from school by then. I'll send him to pick you up. He'll like that."
Bradley and Greg were waiting outside the 'Triple Cut' when Tracey came out. At first he didn't recognize her. It wasn't the new clothes, but the short haircut with an auburn tint. She jumped into the front seat and buckled up. "Do you like my new look?"
Greg wasn't saying anything and Bradley seemed at a loss for words. "Before, you looked sort of sexy, now, you look more like a mom."
"Is that good?"
Greg finally jumped in. "I think you look like a sexy mom."
"That's not what I was going for, but thanks anyhow."
The roads were clean and dry on the ride back to the Henderson place, but it was easy to see that the ground was still mushy and slippery. Any parkour workout would have to wait a few days. Tracey hadn't spent much time with kids of any age or gender and had no idea how to start a conversation. She usually handled herself pretty well in social situations, but she was out of her element here.
Tom Henderson was off to the side of the cabin when they got back, splitting wood. On one side of him were several truckloads of cut logs dumped in piles. On the other side were neatly stacked piles of split wood. The three of them walked onto the porch. Bradley noticed the interest that Tracey was showing.
"He has been like that since mom left."
"What do you mean?" She was dying to know what happened to Tom's wife.
"He has OCD." Greg couldn't help adding to the conversation as he entered the cabin. Tracey and Bradley sat on the porch steps.
"Greg and I used to split and stack all the firewood. One day, after mom left, dad told use that he would do it all from now on. All we had to do was make sure that there was dry wood by the fireplace. Some days he is out here until after dark, splitting wood. He doesn't even come in for supper. At first he had really bad blisters, but now his hands are all hard and gnarly. He never seems to get tired."
"That's a lot of wood."
"There is ten times that much behind the cabin. We have enough wood split to last us for five years, and yet he keeps on going. We have a hard time paying the bills sometimes, but he keeps having more truck loads of logs delivered."
"That's a lot of anger." She seemed to see a relationship between the split wood and Tom's animosity towards his wife.
Tom saw Bradley and Tracey sitting on the porch. He had a good rhythm going, and didn't want to quit, however, he decided it might be better for him to try and hide his obsession. He was hoping it wasn't too late.
"I like your new hair." She was flattered because there was a great deal of sincerity in what he said. It is not what she was looking for, but it was appreciated.
"I'll start the chili." Bradley seemed anxious to leave Tracey and his dad alone.
"He does most of the cooking. It's not really good, but it fills the belly."
"I have only been here a day and two people have already recognized me. I felt it was necessary to change my appearance somewhat."
"I don't want to be nosy, but why would you have to do that?"
At this point, Tracey did not see a reason not to share a little bit of her problem with her host
"There were some nasty people trying to take over my father's company. In order to do that, they had to serve me with some kind of legal paper. I came here for two reasons: to avoid being served and to get my Uncle Tanner to help me. He helped start the company with my dad, years ago. I guess you could say that, I am hiding out."
"Sounds intriguing. It must be nice to have a little excitement in your life."
"Tom?"
"Yes?"
"You smell terrible. I think you better take a shower before supper."
He laughed at her impudence. "You're right. I promise to smell like an Irish leprechaun by suppertime."
While Tom showered, Tracey removed all of the tags and labels from her new clothes. He had emptied out a whole dresser for her use, far more than was necessary. There was a new toothbrush and hairbrush on top of the dresser. She felt welcome.
The highlight of the evening came after supper from Greg. "You said last night that you were a 'traceuse.' Either I can't spell it or it, or is not in the dictionary. What is a traceuse?"
"It's French. You do have a computer don't you?"
"Yeah."
"Look it up in the computer and then come back and tell me what it is." Tracey and Tom were alone before they knew it, as the boys raced to the computer.
"Wow. You are like a tricky school teacher."
"That's not how Greg described me earlier."
"Should I be embarrassed by something my son said?"
"No, of course not. He said I looked like a sexy mom when I came out of the hairdressers."
"Well, I do apologize. You are not old enough to be a mom."
"You cad. That's not the part you are supposed to apologize for."
"Sorry, but if you want honesty, that is the best I can do."
Things were quiet for a few moments. Tom filled the coffee cups and noticed that Tracey was smiling.
"I know it is none of my business, but can you tell me something about your wife?" Tom said nothing. It was obvious by his facial expression and body language that he did not want to discuss that subject.
"I'm sorry. It appears that I hit a sore spot. I won't bring it up again."
The silence was awkward. "That's Okay. It's difficult for me to talk about. Anne left two years ago with no explanation. I had suspected something for a while prior to that, but never anything definite. She left with a sergeant from Beale Air Force Base near Marysville. I don't know how they met. Six months later, I got a notice that she had divorced me, in Nevada. It was final and I never even knew it was coming. At least she didn't ask for anything. I never had a chance to fight it or contest it. It hurt me in three ways: she abandoned her children, she humiliated me, and she took away part of our livelihood. I make our living by writing children's books. Anne used to do all the illustrations for the stories. Now, I take out my anger and frustration everyday on the poor, dumb logs out in the back yard."
"Have you seen or heard from her since?"
"She sends the boy's birthday cards, usually with a ten dollar bill inside. That's about it. I have no idea where she is now."
"Do you think she will come back?"
"God, I hope not." Tom started to pick up the coffee cups just as the boys returned.
"Can you teach us? Huh! Can you show us how to parkour?" Greg seemed to be more excited than Bradley, but both of them were interested.
Tracey was impressed with the newfound enthusiasm. "Did you find a list of the movements?"
As Bradley held up the printed sheet, Tracey got up from the sofa. "Tom, the boys and I need to talk for a few minutes. Could you make some fresh coffee?" Her request was answered with a smile. Anything that Tom could do to keep her happy was a number one priority.
Tracey sat on one of the bunk beds facing her two wanna-be students. "Tonight I want you to study all the moves. Tomorrow, after school, both of you go down to Sierra Outfitters and look for Brian. Ask him for a pair of shoes for each of you and some gloves. Tell him to put it on my bill. Whatever you do, don't tell your father. Once you have the right equipment, we can get started."
Her instructions were met with a solemn silence. She glanced at both of them with a quizzical look. "What?"
"I am sorry, but Greg and I won't do anything without telling our Dad. We'd be glad to get the shoes and gloves, but we can't do it behind his back."
It all made sense. Trust was the glue keeping the family together since their mother left. Without trust, there was no family.
"My bad. I wasn't trying to be sneaky. I was just afraid that he would not approve of my buying something like that for you. I didn't want it to look like charity or anything."
"We will do it, if he says it's Okay."
Tracey's embarrassment was interrupted by a voice from the doorway. "It's all right guys. I think it would be fine if Miss McMann got some equipment for you. Of course, I expect her to stay until you have both learned how to do all that Frenchy stuff."
Tracey was amazed at how easily Tom had taken an awkward situation and turned it into something positive. She knew now that he wanted her to stay and she wasn't unhappy about it. She felt comfortable here. She felt comfortable with Tom.
The boys high-fived each other as Tracey left the room with a big smile on her face.
"Well that was embarrassing. I apologize for trying to encourage your sons to do something behind your back. I assure you it will never happen again."
"Don't go overboard. Sometimes a little secrecy can be fun, unfortunately, this was not one of them."
"Are you mad with me?"
"Absolutely not, I am glad that you are interested enough to indulge them. They need something like that. We are slowly turning into a pretty gloomy bunch of guys."
"And what can I do to brighten up you day?"
Tom handed her a steaming cup. "Let me continue to make coffee for you, and arrange to pay you back for the shoes and gloves."
Tom and Tracey both propped their feet up on the coffee table at the same time and laughed at the coincidence. The next few moments of warm silence was finally broken when Tom asked if she wanted to watch a movie. The two of them fell asleep on the couch before it was over. It had been a busy day.
Tracey was awakened by the giggles of the two boys in the kitchen. Somehow, she and Tom had ended up side-by-side on the couch together. With a sheepish grin of her face, she got up and made her way to the bathroom. She noticed the glee from the kitchen as she left, and realized that she was also smiling. Tom was helping the boys when she returned, and had a slightly impish expression on his face. He smiled as she sat down, but didn't say anything. A few minutes later, the school-bus horn was blowing. It was going to be another busy day in the foothills.
Tracey noticed that she and Tom seemed to function in perfect harmony within the house. The morning rituals and household tasks were completed without any awkwardness. They worked and moved together as if they had been doing it for years, and it was only the second day. The new clothes were a blessing. She carefully put the leathers and boots, away in case she needed them later.
Tom seemed a little disappointed when Tracey left the house for a run. He watched as she started down the road, as if he was worried she wouldn't come back. She glanced back and smiled to herself. She would be back and he would be smiling again. After a quarter mile she cut off into the woods. The rocks were just what she was looking for, but the ground was still mushy from the melting snow. It would be another day or two before she could bring the boys out. Today, she could scout out some places that would be good for their training and where she could also get a little workout. The rocks were dry enough that she was able to find a few great places to do different types of vaults. In twenty minutes, she was ready to work her way back to the house without returning to the road. It was a great place to work out. While she was working her way back, she was wondering who owned it. It was too rough to build on, but that's not what she wanted.
Tom was splitting wood again, when he saw her come out of the woods at the back of the property. Tracey slowed done to a walk as she crossed the clearing. He had his shirt off and she was amazed at the size of his forearms. She wondered if the constant workout had built up his heart and lungs as well as his muscles.
"I was hoping to go down town for lunch, Mister Henderson, but it looks like we both need showers now. I don't know which of us is sweating more." Tom set down the axe and sat on his chopping stump.
"We could save time by showering together." It was the first time he had made any kind of suggestive remark. Tracey was hoping that he would loosen up a little bit, so she wasn't upset.
"If we did that, I am afraid we would never get to town." As she started towards the house, she turned with a little smile. "I appreciate the offer though."
Tracey was just finishing her shower when she heard the phone ring. A few moments later, Tom was knocking lightly on the door. "Tracey, Sarah Weiser is on the phone. Do you want to take it, or call her back?" She didn't bother answering, but just opened the door with a towel wrapped around her wet body. Her host had a hard time hiding his sheepish grin. She was starting to enjoy teasing him, although she knew that it was no longer teasing, but foreplay.
"Hi, Sarah. Do you have good news for me?"
"Your uncle is on his way home right now. He was hoping that you and your gentleman friend could come for lunch. Anytime between twelve and one would be fine."
"My gentleman friend and I will be there, if he doesn't take too much time in the shower." Tracey heard a slight snicker from Sarah at the other end.
"Okay. We'll see you shortly."
Tracey clicked the phone off and smiled at Tom. "Hurry up and take your shower, because we have a luncheon date." She glanced down at the slight bulge in his trousers and smiled. "Maybe you better make that a cold one."
It was a pleasant lunch. Tanner made Tom comfortable and Sarah was the perfect hostess. Tom and Tanner chatted about nothing of any significance, while Sarah and Tracey cleared the table. As if carefully orchestrated, Sarah took Tom outside, as Tanner and Tracey retreated to the den. For the next hour Tom got a complete tour of the McMann property. It covered far more area than he ever expected and even included the property across the road. Sarah was fun to talk to and kept his attention as Tanner and his niece got down to business. Tom did not feel that he was being shut out, in fact, he was relieved that he was not drawn into whatever it was that brought Tracey to his doorstep.
All too soon, Tracey and Tanner were on the front porch. She and Tom thanked their hosts for lunch and then they left for home.
"You seem happy. I assume everything went well with your uncle."
"Everything is going to be great. My father was a better businessman than my uncle, but Tanner is a bit more ruthless. If anybody can straighten out this mess, he can."
"You know, of course, that I have no idea what you are talking about."
"Yes, and I appreciate that. You have been more than understanding and I promise to reward you for your gracious consideration."
"Wow. I always wanted to get rewarded."
Tracey was pleased with the way the relationship with Tom was going. This was not what she had planned or envisioned, but it was turning out to be fun. She was not anxious at all to get back to San Francisco.
"Tom, I need to stop by Sierra Outfitters on the way home as well as a grocery store. I promised the boys spaghetti for supper."
Brian was all smiles as Tracey entered the shop. He quickly reached under the counter and handed her a manila envelope.
"Your friend didn't linger too long. I tried to get him to stay for supper tonight, but he insisted that he had to get back to the city. He also said that he was afraid that he might have been followed."
"Oh shit. Is that why he left so quickly?"
"I think so. He said he was going to drive around a bit to confuse whoever was tailing him, but it might have been too late."
Tracey opened the envelope and paid Brian what she owed, plus a extra thousand to cover the boy's purchases and thank Brian for his consideration. She told him to expect the boys later in the day. Of course he was happy for the extra business and money.
It only took her about ten minutes to get the gravy started for the evening meal. "Tom, while the sauce is simmering, why don't you show me what it is that you do, or used to do, to support yourself?"
She could sense a bit of reluctance as Tom showed her where he developed his stories and the drafting table that his wife had used to create the illustrations. Most of the illustrations were pen and ink with pastel watercolor tints. They were uncomplicated, but effective with the stories that Tom had written. Tracey found herself trying to figure out if she could effectively recreate what Anne had done, changing it only enough to make it hers, without losing the original ambience. The longer she studied the illustrations, the more interested she became. All the materials that she would need were there, and if anything was missing, she was sure she could locate what she needed in the area. The biggest problem she was facing was how to propose it to Tom without shutting him down. Would he be receptive for her help, or would he be resentful of her for suggesting it.
Tom watched Tracey study the drawings that Anne had done. She was not looking at the illustrations, but studying them. It was easy to tell that she was familiar with art techniques, and he felt himself getting enthusiastic about her interest.
"You know something about art, don't you?"
It was an opening. How lucky could a girl get? "Yes, a little."
She was hesitant to offer more than that to the conversation.
"Everything you need is right here. If you'd like to play around a little, I can leave you alone for a while. I have some wood to chop."
"Maybe I should read one of the books first."
She wanted to sit on the porch and read the short story, but decided to stay inside instead. Tom's obsessive wood splitting was distracting. She had to figure out a way to wean him off of it, without actually doing anything. It was not an area that was open for discussion. No amount of reasoning or rational dialog would change his mind. Thirty minutes later she went back into the workroom. She tried to block out the sound of the axe splitting wood for the next two hours, as she familiarized herself with the techniques required to produce acceptable illustrations. If she was to begin creating the pictures for his books, the damn wood chopping would have to stop. Hopefully, her work would be good enough for Tom and his publisher.
Every thirty minutes or so, Tracey gave the sauce a good stir. A little red wine seemed to perk it up some. The boys burst into the room at the same time. They had put their new shoes on at the store and then ran home. Tomorrow, she would show them how to get the maximum out of them. She started the water for the pasta and then walked out on the porch.
"You better take another trip to the shower, mister, if you want to enjoy my prize winning spaghetti." After she said it, she realized that she sounded like a wife. It was a new experience for her and one that she felt she could learn to enjoy. Tom smiled, picked up his shirt and walked towards the house. He was thinking to himself, that he could get to enjoy this.
Things got quiet that evening after the boys went to bed. The cold bottle of Reunite Lambrussco that Tom brought out was slowly disappearing. As they both stared into the fire, Tracey was the first to speak.
"Tom, I need to know about your compulsion to chop wood all the time. I don't want to pry, but it seems to be very important to you."



"I am not sure. I can't afford professional help, and to be honest, I don't think I need it. I don't think it is a compulsion. The boys like to tease me about it, but I think I can stop anytime I want to. I am just so pissed off about what Anne did to the boys and me. That's all I think about when I am swinging that axe. I am not looking for revenge, but I think a little closure would be nice."
"Is there anything I can do to help?"
Tom smiled as he looked at her. "You already have. Yesterday, I spent more time thinking about you than I did thinking about Anne."
"That's good, I guess. Isn't it?"
"I am not sure. Most of the time I was thinking about us taking a shower together. I might be replacing anger with sexual frustration."
Tracey giggled to the point where she had to set down her wine glass. "Oh, I see. Now you are trying to blame it all on me. That's not fair."
"If I have one more sip of this wine, I am going to have to go outside again and start splitting logs."
"Okay. Okay. I get the picture." She took the glass from his hand, set it on the table, and then started to walk towards the bedroom. "I was hoping to do this when the boys were not at home, but since you are turning into such a nag, we'll have to risk it now."
There was a lock on the bedroom door, but the cabin was still quite small. For the next hour, Tracey did her best to relieve all of the sexual tensions that Tom had built up, as well as a few of her own. They both found it highly erotic trying to have sex and keep perfectly quiet. There were times when the feelings got so intense, that they had to smother the sounds with down pillows. Eventually, they both fell asleep.
Saturday morning came with the smell of fresh coffee and bacon. Tom and Tracey woke, realizing that the boys now knew of their dalliance. After taking a few minutes to arrange themselves, they came out to face the music, only to be greeted with two enormous smiles and glasses of freshly squeezed orange juice. Today, instead of melon, Tracey had bacon and eggs for breakfast.
The meal was far quieter than normal. The adults were a little embarrassed in front of the boys, however, the feeling wasn't mutual. Greg finally broke the silence.
"How soon can we go? We have everything together. We memorized all the moves. How soon can you get ready?"
Tom and Tracey both felt a little relieved. The boys were far more interested in the parkour plans for the day, then how Tracey and their father spent the night. It was like an unintentional vote of approval. Ten minutes later, Tom was watching his sons and his new houseguest jog down the road. As they disappeared around the bend, he was trying to decide if he wanted to take a shower or start splitting wood.
The mile-long jog down the road was good for loosening everything up. Without a word, Tracey suddenly veered off to the right and started up the rocky hillside. Bradley and Greg watched in fascination as she leaped from rock to rock with the grace of a gazelle. She propelled herself with her hands and feet, over obstacles like actors in a cheap Chinese Kung-Fu movie. They had memorized all the moves and watched all the You Tube videos but were still mesmerized by seeing it in person.
"Are you two going to stand there all day? Get your butts moving now."
Tracey couldn't help smiling as she watched her protégés struggle with the unfamiliar situations. It would take time, but they were eager and in good shape. She came down as easily as she went up. The boys were quick to learn the importance of momentum and fearlessness that was necessary to complete most of the moves. Hesitancy would result in injuries. Confidence was of the utmost importance. Many of the exercises required special or unique physical obstacles, so today, they could only learn those moves that were needed for this area. After two hours of steady work, they were ready for a break.
All three were sitting atop the biggest boulder on the ridge, when they noticed the unexpected visitor.
"Tracey McMann, I need to speak to you." He was half way down the hill, looking up at the trio. She didn't recognize him and had no idea why he was calling her name. Through the tree limbs and underbrush, you could see that he was at least six feet tall with a dark complexion. He had on one of those ridiculous looking duster coats, like you would see in an old Clint Eastwood movie. What troubled Tracey was that in his left hand was a sawed off pump shotgun.
"Bradley. Greg. Follow the ridge and get back to the house as fast as you can. Don't worry about me. He'll never catch me in the woods, and I won't let him get close enough to use that shotgun. Hurry. Use what I taught you."
As the boys ran and vaulted down the ridge, Tracey moved in the opposite direction. Her antagonist was trying to follow, but doing a poor job of it. She could tell that he was in good shape, but he didn't have the skills necessary to best her in her environment. She toyed with him, until she felt that the boys had enough time to get back home, and then started for the cabin. The boys were smart enough to avoid any danger.
As she entered the clearing behind the outbuildings, she noticed Tom splitting wood. He acknowledged her presence and motioned her to go in back of the cabin. He seemed unusually cool, considering the situation. Surely the boys told him that the man had a shotgun. She looked around, but didn't see them anywhere.
A few moments later, he came out of the woods at the same spot Tracey did. He was a lot taller than she had estimated. He walked directly towards Tom, who calmly continued to split wood.
"Where is she? Where is the woman who just ran through here?"
Tom looked at the man and pointed towards his left ear, indicating that he had a hearing problem. The man moved closer, still holding the shotgun casually in his left hand. Tom stopped splitting wood and turned to face him.
"I am sorry. What were you saying?"
"I said, where is the woman who just ran through here?"
The big man was so arrogant and self-confident, that he felt no threat from Tom, even though he was holding an axe. He didn't budge as Tom walked up to him.
"You mean that woman?" Tom pointed directly at Tracey with his left hand when he said it. As the man looked in Tracey's direction, the axe in Tom's right hand seemed to spring up, knocking the shotgun away from the intruder. He hadn't moved his arm at all. The motion all came from his wrist. As the tall man bent over to grab his smashed fingers, the back of the axe came up again, and caught him square in the face.
About that time, the sheriff was pulling up to the house. The boys came running out as Tracey walked towards her hero. It was a stupid thing that he did. What man in his right mind would confront someone with a shotgun when they only had an axe?
Tom, Tracey, and the boys sat on the porch as the civil servants worked things out. They had to call the EMT unit for the big guy. He lost a few teeth and had his nose and hand broken, but was still able to explain that he was only there to serve Tracey McMann with papers. He was hoping that the shotgun would provide him with enough intimidation to get the job done. The shotgun was not loaded. He followed Todd Werner to the area and then tracked Tracey down by talking to the neighbors.
They all sat quietly as the sheriff verbally berated Tom for using excessive force. The sheriff decided not to file charges against Tom only because the man had the shotgun. He did however, have a whole slew of charges again the big man. The paper that was supposed to be served on Tracey, had mysteriously disappeared.
In no time at all, everybody was gone. Tom asked the boys to make lunch and then insisted that Tracey tell him what was going on. Under the circumstances, she felt that she couldn't refuse. The grilled cheese sandwiches were ready just as she finished up. She told Tom almost everything, but conveniently forgot to mention that she was filthy rich.
After lunch, Bradley and Greg were off to the woods to practice. Tom went out on the porch, and Tracey brought coffee a few minutes later.
"I looked over your illustrations this morning after you left. They're are a little different from what Anne did, and perhaps a little better. Don't let that go to your head, because the publisher gets final approval."
Tracey didn't say anything. She was glad that the drawings met Tom's approval.
"If you can do three more, I'll be able to put a package together for the mail on Monday. What do you think?"
"Just tell me what you want and I'll have them for you tomorrow evening."
Far off in the distance, you could hear the whoops as Tom's sons careened around the mountainside. Tracey crossed her fingers. They didn't need any broken bones today.
Later that afternoon, Tracey called Tanner to let him know about the morning fiasco. He wasn't there, but Sarah was very interested. She asked specific questions and seemed to know exactly what she was doing. Tracey couldn't help thinking that she was more than just a housekeeper.
When the boys came home, they told their dad that they were going to be staying overnight at a friend's house. Bradley gave Tracey a small wink as they left. Tom dropped them off and picked up a couple of pounds of shrimp on the way home.
The kitchen table was covered with several layers of newspaper and piles of shrimp and shrimp shells, when Bradley and Greg returned the next morning. Two half finished bottles of beer sat beside several empties. It was apparent that the special supper was abandoned before it was finished. Tom's sons turned and left as quietly as they came in. They stood on the porch and giggled to each other before leaving for the mountainside behind the cabin.
Tracey woke up to the whooping sounds as they vaulted across the ridge. The sunlight came through the side window and glistened as it reflected off her firm breasts. She figured that she had a few minutes for a quick shower before the little rascals got back. Tom hadn't budged. The muscles in his back were as well developed as those on his arms and stomach. Who would have thought that a simple axe could produce the same results as an expensive Bow Flex?
Tracey had dusted off the waffle iron that she found on the back of a top shelf. It was warmed up and ready to go when Bradley and Greg returned from their short work out. She couldn't help thinking how nice it was to be young and have unlimited energy. The juice and syrup was on the table, and a few minutes later, the hot waffles were coming. Tom appeared, freshly showered, shortly after wearing a big smile. After noticing a slight frown on Tracey's face, he toned it down a little, but just a little.
Shortly after breakfast, Sarah Weiser showed up. The rough directions Tracey had given her seemed to work.
"Tanner is in San Francisco, but he will be returning this afternoon. Can the two of you come over at about six for a little supper? He is bring back some fresh crabs from the Wharf."
"Good news or bad news?"
"You can't wait until tonight. Tracey?"
"Did you find out anything about the guy that was here yesterday?"
"He squealed like a pig. Tremble hired him and three other guys. There was a five thousand dollar bonus to the one that got to serve you with the papers. His problem was compounded a little because of that shotgun he was carrying. It was just a bit illegal."
"How did you find all this out?"
"Tracey, I am not only Tanner's favorite houseguest, but I am also his personal attorney. I flashed an ID and told the local police that I was there to represent your visitor. Hell, I didn't even know his name when I walked in, but nobody questioned me about it. I left after ten minutes, and they never realized why I was really there."
"You're Tanner's attorney?"
"Have been for twenty years. By the way, I will have some papers ready for you to sign this evening."
"You never told me what Tanner found out in San Francisco."
"You are right. Tanner always said you were sharp."
Tom and Tracey waved as Sarah walked back to her car.
"Tracey, she never gave you an answer."
"You noticed that too. You sure are getting smart since you met me."
Tom spent the afternoon working on the jeep, while Tracey entertained her artistic side, by finishing up the drawings that were still needed. She was pleased that he wasn't splitting wood.
The boys were gone most of the time and things were fairly quiet. The big decision of the evening was what type of pizza was going to be ordered and what was the PayForView video choice. Tracey stood by amused, as the two teenagers fought it out.
Before leaving for Tanner's place, Tom put the manuscript and illustrations for the new book together in a mailer. It was ready to go, first thing in the morning. Now he had to figure out how to show his appreciation to his new helpmate.
The fun part of the evening, at Uncle Tanner's, was watching Tom struggle with the boiled crabs. He observed what everyone else was doing around the table and then jumped in with shear determination. Everything turned out well in the end, and she found that the way he approached the unfamiliar situation to be enjoyable.
Tracey explained to her uncle that she felt obligated to inform Tom about the situation. Tom sat through about half of the tedious discussion, and then finally excused himself. He spent the rest of the evening on the front porch watching the stars. Sarah brought him fresh coffee and a friendly smile. He couldn't figure out which was worse: the legalese or the business talk.
Unfortunately, Tracey was forced to sit though it all. Uncle Tanner had quickly figured out what was going on. There were several options that could be taken to get the situation under control. Tracey had no trouble deciding on one of them.
With the amount of company stock that Tanner still held and the stock that Tracey owned, Tanner could get complete and absolute control of the company immediately. Sarah had all the papers necessary for the transfer, and Tracey signed them without any hesitation. She still had her annuity and all the money she had invested over the years. Giving up the stock would not change her life style at all, and would save the company.
Since Tanner and Sarah were going to move to San Francisco for an undetermined amount of time, Tracey asked if she and Tom could stay at the lodge. All she had to do now was convince Tom that moving there would be beneficial. Tom loved the cabin, but it did hold some bitter memories for him. Maybe the relocation would help. She was sure that Bradley and Greg would be excited about it.
"Hey, wake up sleepy head."
Tom had fallen asleep, even thought the Adirondack chair was uncomfortable as hell. "Sorry. I guess we are ready to go, right?"
"Right. I apologize for the boring evening."
Tracey and Tom said their goodbyes and started back to the cabin.
"Did everything go all right?"
"Most of it. We only have one small problem and I need your help."
"I don't know what help that I can be, but I am all yours."
"Tanner and Sarah are going to be moving back to San Francisco for an indefinite period of time and they need someone to stay in the lodge. I told them that we could do that for them."
Tom didn't respond immediately. "I thought that you were only going to be here long enough to get your problem solved. Does this mean you will be staying a while longer?"
"I will, if you can help me. I can't look after that big place by myself. I figure that I can handle it, if you and the boys help. Are you up to it?"
The inside of the jeep was dark, but she could see the smile on his face from the headlights of the passing cars. Her anticipation was unwarranted. All she had to do now was wait for Uncle Tanner to move out.
Bradley and Greg were still up when they got back. They had never seen the lodge, but were excited about the move. It meant that Tracey would be staying, and that was more important than a new house.
Tom and Tracey excused themselves and headed towards the bedroom together. She glanced back and saw the boys giving each other a high five. She still didn't feel comfortable having unbridled sex with them in the house, but no longer felt the necessity to hide the fact that they were now a couple.
Tracey was up before the boys and had breakfast ready. They asked a hundred questions about the new house. They would each have their own bedroom and high speed internet. What more could a boy want? Tom came out just as they left for school. He ignored the wink he got from Bradley.
Tom left just before opening time at the post-office. Tracey was caught off guard when the landline phone started to ring. There were seldom any calls on that line.
"Hello, Henderson residence. Can I help you?" It was corny, but she didn't know what else to say. There was no answer on the other end. She was just about to hang up when a meek voice responded on the other end.
"This is Anne Henderson calling. Who are you?"
This was definitely a worst-case scenario. Out of all the people who could have been calling, why did it have to be her? More importantly, why was she calling? Tracey's mind was racing as she tried to answer that basic question. It had to be one of two things: she needed money, or she was coming back. The money part didn't bother Tracey, but Anne's possible return would not be acceptable.
"I am the house keeper. And who are you again?"
There was another pause, as if Anne was struggling to come up with an answer.
"I am Mrs. Henderson. Tom's wife."
"Oh, I am sorry. You have to excuse me. I was under the impression that Mister Henderson was divorced. I wonder why he lied to me about that?"
"I don't think he really lied to you. I sent him some divorce papers a few years back, but they were from Nevada and they were not actually legal. Actually, we are still married."
"Why would you send him phony divorce papers?"
"That was not my intention at the time. It just so happened that when I did it, I didn't do it properly, so the divorce is invalid."
"Why would you do that?"
The long pause indicated that she was again having a hard time coming up with a good answer.
"I am sorry, but that is really none of your business. Can I please speak to Tom?"
"Oh, he is not here. He is down at the tax office again. He spends a lot of time there lately."
"Why is he at the tax office?"
Tracey couldn't help snickering to herself. "Well he is two years behind on his income taxes: state and federal. He owes three years of property taxes: state and county. All of his credit cards are at the limit and he owes his publisher for an advance on a book he never finished. I am afraid he is looking at some hard jail time."
"I can't believe that. Tom was always so stable. He always took care of things. What happened?"
"You left him and everything fell apart. How could you ask such a stupid question?"
There was silence on the other end of the line. Tracey waited several moments. "Hello. Hello. Are you still there?"
"Yes, I am still here."
"What did you want anyhow? Maybe, I could help."
"I have a small problem and I was hoping he could send me money for a plane ticket, so that I could come home."
"Can't you get it from your boyfriend?"
There was no answer.
"What do you consider to be home?"
There was a short pause again. "I don't think I want to talk to you anymore. I'll call back when Tom is there."
The timing of the phone call was too coincidental, and it bothered her.
Tracey was waiting on the porch for Tom when he came back from town. She told him about the call from Anne. He didn't say anything. A few minutes later, Tom called the phone company and cancelled the landline service. He disconnected the phone from the wall, and threw it into the closet. He asked her not to mention the call to the boys, and then he went down and started to split wood. Damn it. She thought she was making headway, and one phone call screwed it all up. Why did she pick this time to call?



It only took her about ten minutes to find the divorce papers in Tom's file cabinet. She should not have been poking around in his private things, but this had to be resolved, not ignored. Ten minutes later, she was on her way to see Sarah on the Sportster. Tom looked up from what he was doing, but did not try to stop her. She was gone less than an hour. Tracey stopped and looked at Tom from the porch, before entering the cabin. There was no way in hell that the bitch was going to get him back.
Tom stopped splitting wood when Tracey called him for lunch. The hot Monte Cristo sandwich with a beer seemed to calm him down. They didn't talk until the meal was over.
"I need a new story to illustrate. You said you had several more ready. Can you get one together for me, so I can start on it?"
"Let me take a shower first and I'll take care of it. By the way will we need firewood at the new place?"
"The lodge has an oil furnace. We will need some wood for the fire place but not to heat with."
Tom paused for a moment and finished his beer. "I think I am going to sell most of the wood off behind the house. I have had several people asking about it. I don't think I want to split wood ever again."
Tracey watched without saying anything as he walked towards the shower. Maybe the call from Anne wasn't a bad thing after all.
Three days later, things were moving along nicely. Tanner and Sarah left for San Francisco and were staying at Tracey's place until they could get a place of their own. Tom had sold off all of the firewood, both split and un-split. The buyer even moved two loads of the split wood to the lodge, and stacked it, as part of the deal. Tom left all of the furniture at the cabin, since the lodge was fully furnished. The boys had to transfer schools, but didn't seem to mind too much. In less than a week, Tom had the cabin rented, with a years lease.
Tom's publisher was ecstatic about the recent book and the illustrations that Tracey had done. She was not able to get the pictures finished for the new manuscript because of the move, but promised Tom she would have them completed within the week. Tom had already started on a new book. Things were looking good.
The next Saturday was set aside for a road trip. The whole crew headed for the City by the Bay, since Tanner assured her it was safe to return. The Sportster was on the trailer so that Tracey could return it to Tiny, and square accounts with him. Her 883 would be coming back on the trailer, with them. Tracey agreed to let Bradley drive the RX7 back to the lodge, but only with her riding shotgun, Greg pouted a little at being left out, but she promised to make it up to him later. Tom and the boys were impressed by the condo. Tom had already concluded that there was more to Tracey than he originally thought. It was something that he hesitated to bring up, because he was afraid he wouldn't like the answer.
The trip was not all for pleasure. While Tanner and Tracey talked business, Sarah took Tom and the boys over to Japantown for lunch. They had a great time selecting sushi from the little boats as they drifted by the counter. Tom didn't enjoy it quite as much, since he was aware of the prices. He relaxed when Sarah assured him it was Tanner's treat.
Uncle Tanner's sudden appearance in the company boardroom had created all kinds of havoc. Darien Tremble was fired immediately and escorted from the building, where two US Federal Marshals were waiting for him. The rest of the group, other than Todd and Andrea, were given until the end of the day to clean out their desks. Andrea had a whole list of possible replacements lined up for Tanner to interview on Monday. Tracey was relieved that Andrea had not been one of the conspirators. Tanner also informed Tracey that he and Sarah were not planning on returning to Rough and Ready, and that the lodge belonged to her now, free and clear. Sarah had a package for Tracey that she passed to her secretly.
By three o'clock, the Henderson family, and Tracey, were ready for the trip back to the foothills. Tracey said a little prayer as Bradley pulled out with the rotary rocket. Tom followed right behind them with the trailer. The Wenkle was dying to move out and he was struggling to hold it back. Tracey was amused by the situation and decided to give him a break. She made a quick phone call to Tom and told him to meet them at The Pit.
"Okay Bradley let her rip. If you get a ticket, you pay."
The silver bullet hardly made a sound as it pulled away from the jeep. This was not something she would encourage on a regular basis, but she was feeling good today. Tracey let Bradley have his way with the RX7, until they were about ten miles outside of Sacramento. By the time they got to The Pit, he had settled back down to normal. Twenty minutes later, Tom and Greg arrived. Tom gave Tracey a small scowl, but it quickly changed to a grin as they entered for an early supper.
The next three weeks were like a dream. Tom's new manuscript was progressing well and Tracey was getting more proficient with the illustrations. The boy's school grades were improving with Tracey tutoring, and Bradley had his first serious girlfriend. Tracey got to parkour several times a week by herself and a few times with Bradley and Greg. Tom was no longer splitting wood.
It was a Tuesday morning, when she showed up.
"Hi. My name is Anne Henderson. I understand that Tom lives here now. I went over to the old place first." She was about five feet two inches. Her hair was shoulder length and a natural dirty blonde. She needed grooming and makeup in the worst way.
"Tom's not here right now Mrs. Henderson. Is there anything I can help you with?"
"And just who are you?"
"I am the house keeper. I believed we talked before."
Tracey did not invite her in. They stood on the porch, each waiting for the other to speak.
"Will he be back soon?"
"He is in Sacramento. I don't expect him back until after three."
"Are the boy's here?"
"They are in school. Won't be home until three thirty."
The pauses between the bits of conversation were maddening.
"Don't you want to tell me why you are here?"
"I just want to get back with my family. I made a big mistake and now I want the chance to straighten things out. I need to talk to Tom. He will understand."
"Why do you think that is the case?"
"We are still legally married. We are still a family. The boys need a mother and Tom needs a wife."
"They needed a mother two years ago. Where were you then?"
"Like I said, I made a mistake. I am here now to correct things."
"You won't be able to correct anything, if you keep on lying."
"Who the hell are you to accuse me of lying? You have no right."
Tracey glared at her and motioned for her to wait, as she entered the house. A few moments later she stood there with the envelope that Sarah had given her.
"Let's try this one more time Mrs. Henderson and if you lie to me again, I will kick your butt off this property so fast that you won't know what happened."
Anne stood still, without speaking.
"What happened to the flyboy that you ran away with? Where is he right now and why aren't you with him?"
Anne tried to straighten herself up before replying.
"He was transferred to Thailand and didn't take me with him. He left me in Baltimore with no money and no job. I didn't know what to do."
"So you decided to crawl back to the man you deserted and lie to him?"
"I made a mistake when I left. He will take me back. He has to."
Tracey reached into the envelope. "You see this report? It is from the Washoe County Court House in Nevada. It states that your divorce from Tom Henderson was legal and binding. You are no longer married to Tom Henderson in any manner. It is over. Do you understand?"
Anne was hanging her head. She didn't say anything, but just nodded her head.
"You lied about working in Baltimore also, didn't you?"
She just looked at Tracey without saying anything. Tracey looked carefully at the paper in the envelope indicating that Anne had been arrested for solicitation. It would be so easy to threw it in her face, but she couldn't bring herself to do it. She could tell Anne was hurting and she was sure that she would have resorted to prostitution only as a last resort.
"Anne, do you want to talk about your arrest in Baltimore?"
"Oh, God. Who the hell are you. How do you know all this? Does Tom know?"
"Tom doesn't know and the boys don't know. As far as I am concerned, they don't need to know."
"What do you want? What am I supposed to do?"
"Why did you abandon your two sons? Leaving for another man is bad enough, but how could you just walk out on those boys?"
"Daniel was charming and generous. I met him at an art store in Yuba City. Tom was usually busy, so it was easy for me to get away to spend time with Daniel. He told wonderful stories about all the places he visited. He lived the type of life I always wanted. I was stuck in a shack in the mountains, with a semi-recluse husband and two young boys. Looking back, I had no idea how lucky I was. When Daniel got transferred he asked me to come with him, but alone. It was a very difficult decision for me. The boys had a closer bond with Tom than they did with me, so I made the choice and left them with their father."
"I stayed with Daniel for two years until he got a transfer to Thailand. It was an unaccompanied tour, but I could have gone with him. Our parting was a little bitter. He told me he didn't want to take hamburger to a steak dinner."
"You screwed up."
"Don't I know it?"
"What about the arrest?"
I worked at a Taco Bell during the day, but could not pay the rent. I got a second job at night cleaning at an oriental massage parlor. One night they got raided. I was the damn cleaning lady and got charged with prostitution along with the rest of the girls. That's when I called you."
"Anne, Tom does not want you back. Your sons feel the same way. Believe me, you do not want to face them. They are old enough to realize what you did and how you hurt their father. They love him and will stick by him no matter what you say or do. I don't care what you do. I was just trying to make it easier for Tom and the kids."
"What can I do? Where can I go?"
"I can help you out. I can give you some money to get started someplace else, and I will not tell Tom or the boys anything about what happened. You can send them birthday cards and a Christmas present every year, but please don't visit."
"Why should I do anything you say at all?"
"Anne, listen real close. Your husband hates you for what you did and wants nothing to do with you. I told him when you called last time and he ripped the phone out of the wall."
"That's why I couldn't call him back."
They both stood quietly on the porch. Anne was shuffling her feet and looking at the ground. "How much money?"
"I'll give you ten thousand cash and a ride to the bus station, if you promise to stay away."
"You're a heartless bitch. Do you know that?"
"Yes, indeed. Do you want that ride or not?"
Two hours later Tracey watched as Tom turned into the driveway with a new Subaru Outback Wagon. She got a couple of cold beers while he parked in front of the lodge.
"What took so long?"
"They had the wrong hitch installed. I had to wait until they replaced it."
"Do you like it?" They both sat on the porch rockers and propped their feet on the railing.
"Of course I do. What's not to like?" He popped the tab on his beer and smiled at his benefactor.
"Your wife was here today."
"Is she coming back?" Tom followed the question with a big swig of the canned brew.
"I don't think so."
"Good." The silence that followed was like a sigh of relief.
"Tom. Did you read the papers in that folder that Sarah gave me?"
He finished the beer and crushed the can. "Of course I did."
Tracey stood up and took the empty from his hand. "We have time for a quick shower before the boys get home from school. Are you up for it?"
Tom smiled and took her hand as they walked into the lodge.
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Janet and I had been married for twelve years. We had been sweethearts since we were ten years old. I was never interested in college, so I got an entry-level job at Desmond Engineering, as a draftsman right out of high school. Janet and I were married a year later and the next year we were the proud parents of twin girls: Bethany and Brittany. Things were rough for the first few years, but we watched our pennies and everything seemed to work out. I was still a draftsman, but at a few grade levels higher than when I started. The money was better, but still tight.
We had managed to save enough to buy a small house, and had two good cars. They weren't new, but they weren't junky. Janet always wanted to be a stay-at-home mom, so she never worked. We didn't need the extra money, so that was fine with me.
We were both healthy and in good shape. Janet was a little chunkier than when we married, but not much. She was just over five feet tall and had dark brown hair that she wore with bangs. She looked like a small Marie Osmond. I hadn't changed at all. I played right tackle on the high school football team, so I wasn't on the small side, but I wasn't flabby.
Billy Martin moved to Reading from Lancaster, about a year ago, and got a job at Desmond Engineering as a surveyor. Billy and I used to play football against each other, and we became immediate friends. He married his high school sweetheart also: a redhead named Sarah. Sarah and Janet became instant friends. They didn't have any children yet, but they were perfect baby sitters.
When we weren't at work Billy and I enjoyed each other's company. It was a pleasant break away from the wives. Of course Janet and Sarah were doing the same thing. They would shop together and go to parties and club meetings, while Billy and I watched the girls and the TV. Sarah had also gotten a job as a secretary at Gilbert Engineering, just outside of town.
I started noticing things about six months ago. There used to be one PTA meeting every month and now there was one every week. Sarah didn't have any kids but always went to the meetings with Janet. The frequency of Tupperware and Magic Chef parties seemed to increase monthly, but they never bought anything. They joined a book club, but never seemed to find time to read. On the weekends, they would go shopping for hours, but buy very little. Janet's collection of fancy underwear seemed to be growing, but I never got to enjoy any.
It started to eat at me. I never mentioned anything to Billy because he seemed to be oblivious to it. I didn't want to cause trouble, if there was noting going on.
About an hour after I put the girls to bed, Janet came home from a basket party of some sorts. She took a shower before Sarah picked her up and as soon as she got home, she took another one. That seemed odd to me. While she was in the shower I did a quick hamper check and found a set of black lace underwear. Now, who would wear black lace underwear to a basket party? I am not in the habit of checking my wife's panties, but I did tonight, and found the crouch to be damp and sticky. I put them in my pocket.
I have never gone through my wife's purse or wallet, until tonight. The only thing I was really interested in was her cell phone. Apparently, she felt pretty certain that I would not be snooping, because she had not deleted any calls for the last week. Most of the calls were to Sarah, but a large number of incoming and outgoing calls were to KC, KH, and KW. Of course I had no idea who they were, but quickly deduced that the C stood for cell, the H stood for home, and the W probably stood for work. I checked her address book and Sarah also had three numbers listed Sarah C, Sarah H and Sarah W. I was amazed at how well organized my wife had her phone. I looked at Sarah's work number and noticed it had an extension. I looked at the number for KW and it was the same number as the one for Sarah, but with a different extension.
It wasn't hard to figure out that Janet had been calling and getting calls from someone who worked with Sarah. It also wasn't hard to figure out that Sarah must have been the one that introduced Janet and the mysterious K. Gilbert Engineering was closed right now, so I took Janet's phone and called the KW number.
"Hello. You have reached the desk of Ken Sanders. I am not at my desk right now, but if you leave your name and number, I will get back to you as soon as I can."
I hung up right after the beep. That was far too easy.
"John, are you coming to bed?" Janet just poked her head around the doorway.
"I am near the end of this book. I'll be up as soon as I finish it, if I don't fall asleep on the couch." Of course, I had every intention of sleeping on the couch.
It was a restless night. I kept trying to figure out what I had done wrong or what I could have done differently. It was a terrible waste of time and mental effort. Every time I redirected my thoughts to what I should be doing, they kept going back to what I should have done. I kept looking at the clock and it wasn't moving. All I knew for sure is that I was not going to accept any guilt for what happened or what was going to happen.
I awoke to the sounds of my two little angels getting their breakfast. Janet encouraged them to take care of themselves, rather than be waited on. It was a good idea and seemed to work. I stretched and scratched as my wife entered the room.
"You better hurry John, or you will be late for work."
"No problem. I am not going to work today."
"Why? You never miss work."
"Too many personal problems." I yawned and staggered towards the bathroom. I needed a shower. Janet looked a little perplexed.
When I got back, the girls had already left for school. I got a cup of coffee and sat across the table from my wife. Reluctantly, she looked up at me as if anticipating something, but not knowing what.
"Tell me about your affair." I didn't feel like beating around the bush, but I pretty much knew she was not just going to open up and bare her soul.
"Get serious, John. Is this why you have been moping around? Do you really think that I am cheating on you?"
"Yes. Now tell me about your affair."
"We have been married for twelve years John, why would you even think such a thing?"
"Janet I have things to do today and I have no intention of sitting here playing games with you. I will ask you one more time. Tell me about your affair."
My loving wife left out an exasperating sigh and leaned towards me. "John. It is all in your head. There is no affair."
"Well, I'd like to thank you for your honesty, but I can't now, can I?"
She leaned back in her chair, and sipped her coffee, as if she had taken control of the situation.
Can you answer a few easy questions for me?"
"Yes John, of course. What would you like to know?"
"Why do you go to PTA meetings every week when the secretary of the PTA says they only have monthly meetings and you haven't been to any for six months?"
"I am not sure what you are talking about?" She was a little less cocky.
"You and Sarah go to non-existing PTA meetings every Tuesday. Now why would you lie about something like that?"
Janet struggled with the question for a moment and then came up with an answer. "I am truly sorry John. Tuesday is lady's night at Rosie's Cantina and Sarah and I have going for the two-for-one margaritas. We didn't want you and Billy to think we were messing around, so we didn't tell you. It was a mistake and I am sorry. From now on, we will tell you."
"Nice try, Janet. You know of course I will be checking that out. I am sure Sarah will back you up, but how about the people at Rosie's?"
"John, you are making more out of this that it is."
"When you go out to your little Tupperware parties and such, why do you take a shower before you go and another one when you come home?"
She took her time again. "A lot of the women smoke at those parties. When I get home, I want to get the smell out of my hair. It's not a big deal, John."
"Why do you wear fancy underwear to go to these parties? You never wear the sexy stuff for me, except when it's a special night. Every evening you spend with these housewives, you wear your best. Why?"
"I don't have a good answer for that. I just want to feel dressed up when I go out sometimes."
I was starting to get the shits about her lies. It was time to end it. I was mad and it was difficult to control.
"These are the panties you wore last night." I tossed them on the table. " The crouch was damp when you came home and covered with something sticky. I know what the hell cum is, and I know it isn't mine. Don't you try and tell me you have a yeast infection or I swear I will hit you."
Janet was squirming in her chair at this point. She was trying not to look at me. No quick answer seemed to be coming.
"Damn it, Janet. Why did you come home wearing cum-stained panties last night? I want an answer."
"Stop it John. Just stop it! I can't take anymore of this. We have been married for twelve years. How can you treat me this way?"
The steady stream of lies and constant denial finally got to me. With all the force I could muster, I heaved my half-filled coffee cup across the room, shattering the front of the microwave oven.
There was no doubt this time that I got Janet's attention. I had never seen that expression on her face before, because she had never seen me mad before.
Leaning across the table I looked directly at her and spoke louder than I had before. "Who the hell is Ken Sanders?"
She pushed herself out of the chair and backed up to the sink, trying to get away from me.
"For the last god-damned time. Who the hell is Ken Sanders?"
"A friend, just a friend." She was scared to death as the words came out of her mouth.
"Did you have sex with him?"
"Yes. Yes, I had sex with him."
"Did you have sex with him last night?"
"Yes. Yes, I did. Stop this John. Please, stop this. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. Just stop, please."
She was standing by the sink, bawling like crazy. I got a cup from the cabinet and poured myself a fresh coffee. As I started to sit down, Janet's cell phone rang.
Her eyes darted from me to the phone and back to me. "It's from Ken. I think we better answer it. I pushed the speaker option and answered the call.
"Good morning, Sugar. I just got to work and saw that you tried to call me at my work number last night. Did you leave something at the house?"
Janet, or should I say Sugar, seemed mortified. There was a moment of silence.
"Janet. Are you there? Is something wrong?"
She looked at me with a petrified expression. I nodded at her to answer.
"Ken. Ken." She hesitated. "Ken, my husband is here. He knows about us. He has the phone on speaker."
He didn't hang up, but he didn't answer either. I felt obligated to let him off the hook.
"Ken, good buddy, I have a few things that I have to do this morning, but I promise to come see you this afternoon. Maybe you should put 911 on your speed-dial." I ended the call and put the phone back in my pocket. Janet just stood by the sink, in her bathrobe, shaking.
"I have to go now. I have one more question. What is the name of the guy that Sarah is seeing?"
"John, no, please don't make me......"
The second cup flew across the room and smashed in to tile wall behind the sink. She jumped back and couldn't talk fast enough. "Calvin. Calvin Bostic."
"I will be back this afternoon. Have all of your things moved out before then. My mother will stay with the girls until we can make other arrangements. Anything that you can't get into your car, I will deliver for you. Let my mother know where you will be. Don't call me."
She didn't move or say another thing as I walked out the door.
Of course I had no idea what to do next. I decided to go by the office and see Billy. I thought of him as a friend and felt that he should know what was going on. It was pretty easy to figure out that Sarah met Calvin at work and got to be friends with him. Ken was probably a friend of Calvin's who needed a date. Maybe I was oversimplifying it a little, but I felt it was close enough.
Billy wasn't in the office. He was out at a site setting some stakes or something like that. I called him on his cell.
"Billy, I hate to bother you, but I have bad news."
"Is somebody hurt?"
"Not yet, but they are going to be."
"What the hell are you talking about, John?"
"Janet and Sarah have gotten themselves a couple of boyfriends. On all those nights that they were supposed to be going to meetings and Tupperware parties, they were really getting together with them."
"Are you sure? I don't believe you John. It sounds like some kind of bullshit to me."
"Ask Sarah about a guy named Calvin Bostic. He works at Gilbert with her. I think she introduced Janet to another guy from there also."
"Shit, are you sure? Damn it John. I know Calvin Bostic. We were in the same graduating class."
"How about a guy named Ken Sanders?"
"Yeah, him too. Tall skinny fellow."
"Billy, I figure that Janet is going to give Sarah a heads up as soon as she can. Janet gave me a whole line of crap this morning before I pinned her down. I am sure you will get the same run-around from Sarah."
Billy hung up the phone, and I went to personnel to request a short vacation. I didn't feel like working right now. It only took ten minute to shift what work that I had on-going to another draftsman.
About that time, Janet's cell phone rang. Caller ID showed that it was Sarah.
"Janet, what the hell is going on? I just got a call from Billy. He is coming to the office. I think somebody told him something." I didn't answer her.
"Janet? Are you there? This is not a good time to be playing games."
"Hi, Sarah. This is John. I had to borrow Janet's cell phone this morning. Mine was dead. What are you talking about Sarah? What exactly did somebody tell Billy?" I couldn't help myself. I felt mean and nasty at that moment.
"I'm sorry John. I thought I was calling Janet. I'll try and get her at home."
"I don't think you should bother her right now. She is really busy getting all her stuff packed. She doesn't have time to chat."
"What do you mean by 'getting her stuff packed'?"
"She is going to be moving back in with her parents for a while."
The pause at the other end of the line was hilarious. I was smiling as I imagined all the scenarios that were going through Sarah's head.
"I think it might be more important for you to tell Calvin that Billy is on the way over. He could probably use the head start."
"Oh God, No! This can't be happening. No! No!" She hung up on me: the nerve of that woman.
We only had one credit card, so canceling it was no problem. We also had an ATM/debit card. It took me five minutes to change the pin number. I had no idea what to do with the checking account, so I just ignored it for now. I needed it to pay the utilities and other bills, anyhow. I was just hoping that Janet did not take any checks with her.
The cell phone rang again, but this time it was mine. Billy had chased Calvin Bostic out of the Gilbert building and caught him in the parking lot. He was in jail and wanted me to tell his brother, in Lancaster, to come up and post bail for him. I called his brother. There was nothing else I could do for Billy, so I went to Taco Bell.
After lunch, I stopped by to see my Mom and Dad. I explained everything to them. Mom was more than willing to watch the girls for a while. During the week, she would stay at my place and on the weekends the twins would stay with them. Now it was time to visit Ken Sanders.
The guys in the drafting department at Gilbert couldn't wait to tell me about Billy's visit that morning. The drafting department overlooks the parking lot and they saw all the action. Billy caught Calvin before he could reach his BMW. He threw him over the hood of one of the cars and began smashing his face. The security guards followed them out and tried to pull Billy off with no success. Finally, one of them hit Billy in the neck with a taser. He was still out when they stuck him in the police car. They had to haul Calvin away in an EMT vehicle.
One of the guys showed me the cubicle where Ken Sanders worked. It was empty. Seems like old Ken suddenly quit this morning.
We went by Sarah's desk and she was not there either, but it looked as if she still worked there. Ten minutes later, I had Ken's home address and I was headed for the parking lot.
It was a small ranch house with no garage. There was a white Lexus in the driveway with the trunk and back doors open. As I walked up to the door, Ken Sanders was coming out with an armload of clothing. He dropped everything and rushed back into the house as soon as he saw me. I stumbled over the stuff he dropped and managed to see him going out the back, as I entered. I had to laugh at his reaction. Hell I wasn't like Billy. I was a nice guy.
It looked like the type of place that was rented fully furnished. That's why he didn't have a truck. In another ten minutes, he would have been done and out of town. I was looking forward to having a chat with Ken, but didn't feel like chasing him to do it. I looked around the room for anything interesting and got a few nice surprises. The first thing I picked up was his cell phone. It was on a desk in the living room beside a folder containing his passport and some personal papers. On the dining room table was a nice little laptop computer. I couldn't find anything else, so I gathered up the few goodies that I had, and left.
I didn't want to do anything that could be considered criminal, so I resisted the impulse to trash his car. It was beautiful. I imagine that taking items from the house was a crime, but hell, he left the door open, and anybody could have picked them up. Unable to fully control myself, I let the air out of just one of his tires. He would have to empty the truck to get to the spare, and I am sure he would be doing it with one eye on the street, looking for me. I'll get him later. He got the message.
I swung by the jail to see Billy. His brother was there and they were busy doing legal stuff, so I just waved at him and smiled. It looked like he had everything under control.
Mom was already at the house and had supper started. We chatted a little and then I took the stuff I picked up at Ken's into the den where I kept my computer and stuff. Before I could get to look at anything, Beth and Brit got home from school. I decided it would be better to tell them what was going on before they asked. I didn't get the chance.
"Hi Dad. What's nana doing here? Where is mom?" Bethany beat me to the punch.
"Your mom and I have decided to take a little break from each other. She will be staying at her parents place, for a while."
Brittany started smiling and Beth rolled her eyes and moaned.
"I win, HA, HA. I win. I told you so." Brit was gloating about something and her sister was frowning.
"What's going on? What is so funny?"
Brittany volunteered to explain. "Beth and I had a bet. I said that mom was cheating on you and she said it would never happen. It looks like I won."
"I never said anything about your mother cheating."
"We are not stupid, dad, and don't treat us like children. We know what is going on, I just didn't want to admit it. Brit is right. Mom is cheating on you."
"How did you know this? I just found out."
"You are a little slow, dad, and a little too trusting." Brit put her arm around my shoulder. It felt odd: a twelve-year old girl trying to comfort her father.
"One Saturday when mom and Sarah said that they were going shopping at King-of-Prussia, mom wouldn't let Brit and I go along. She said it was a grown-up shopping day and she would make it up to us later. When we got to school on Monday, a couple of the kids said they saw her with a guy at Knoebel's Grove. We called them liars, but one of the girls had a cell phone picture. It seemed pretty cut and dry. I thought there must be an explanation, but Brit said she was cheating."



"Why didn't you say something to me?" They both just shrugged.
"A couple weeks later, Tracey Mercer's parents saw Sarah, mom, and two guys at TGI Friday's in Allentown.. They told Tracey about it, when they got home."
I sat there dumbfounded. Thank goodness nana called us for supper. We didn't discuss the problem during dinner and I excused myself before desert came. Fortunately, the twins decided to drop the subject for the rest of the night. I was relieved.
I just started to look through Ken's laptop when his cell phone rang. It was a text message.
" DK SRY 4 SNAFU. LY J" (Dear Ken, sorry for the problems. Love Janet)
I am not the world's greatest at text messaging: in fact I am pretty bad, but I had no trouble reading this one. It came from Sarah's cell phone, which meant that Sarah and Janet were together. I couldn't resist the temptation.
"TA J" (Thanks a lot. John)
Now she knew that I had Ken's cell phone.
I spent the next couple of hours looking through files and folders on Ken's computer. There were no e-mails between Janet and Ken, but there were a few between Ken and some old friends in Lancaster that were interesting. I was astonished by what I read, and definitely did not like it. Janet and I had been together almost our whole life, and now I found out that I never really knew her. She seemed to have bonded better with Ken in less than a year than she did with me in almost twenty. While I was replacing the printer cartridge, I noticed that I was crying. That is not something that I normally do. She hurt me with her cheating and now I felt salt in the wounds. Maybe it was from my tears.
I printed out several e-mails and a dozen pictures. I would have done more photos, but I ran out of the expensive paper. There were no pornographic pictures or even anything racy. They were all fit for mixed company. Beth stuck her nose in the door and asked if she could call her mother. I didn't feel that I could refuse.
My mother was with the twins while they talked to Janet and overheard everything. She wasn't eavesdropping, but it appeared that the girls weren't trying to hide anything. Mom told me later that they did not cut Janet any slack, and blamed the entire problem on her. The conversation lasted less than five minutes.
The e-mails were extremely interesting. Ken had applied for and was hired as an engineer for an alternative power project in Spain. His starting date was in six weeks. Apparently, he had not given notice at Gilbert that he was leaving. I am sure that Sarah knew, but nobody else there mentioned it. He had all the papers ready for the trip, except I had his passport. I am sure he could get a replacement, but he better hurry if he wanted to make his start date. I guess he could always go to the police and report that I pilfered it, but I didn't think he would do that. He hadn't made any plane reservations yet.
One of the e-mail's to a close friend explained a lot of things. Janet was planning on getting a divorce after she joined Ken in Spain. She realized that I would never allow her to take the girls out of the country, so she was going to have me declared an unfit father. The letter didn't go into a lot of detail as to how she was going to accomplish this, but indicated that it would be severe enough to deny me visitation rights with the twins, or custody. Now, that was downright mean. Ken was the one writing this letter so it was all hearsay. I would have liked to have something original from Janet describing it, but I had to make do with what I had. I printed out several copies of this letter.
Mom was falling asleep watching Leno, so I sent her up to our bedroom. The girls were already in bed. I fell asleep on the couch with four empty beer bottles on the coffee table.
I woke up to the smell of fresh coffee and bacon. Mom always put out a good breakfast. The girls were finishing their cereal when I made it to the table. I had to endure a few good-natured digs before I could get started on my eggs. The conversation was light, until it was time for the bus.
"Girls, I am afraid that your mother is going to try and separate us. She is planning on having me identified as an unfit parent so that she can have you all to herself. I have no problem with shared custody, if that will make the two of you happy, but I will not give up my right to see you and be with you. I don't want you to have to choose sides, but I want you to know what is going on. Be careful and don't listen to any lies."
"Dad, we are smarter than you think. Don't worry about anything. We love mom, but we are not going to let her screw you or us." Brittany was smiling and Beth gave me a thumbs-up as they walked out the door.
Mom filled my cup and sat down with one of her own. "Relax, John. Everybody is on your side."
After showering and shaving, I put on some clothing that was a little better than I normally wear. I felt a little odd when I left the house because I had three cell phones with me. I made a mental note to get a charger for the cell phone that I got from Ken. I probably wouldn't need it, but it I'd rather be prepared.
I signed in at the Family Services Office and waited for a caseworker to call me. I was embarrassed when I finally got called, because I happened to know the lady that came out to help me.
"John Terrell. I haven't seen you in over ten years. What have you been up to?"
Jody Mitchell was easy to remember. In high school she was one of the Goth girls. The Goths had their own little group and stuck together. They were ostracized by most of the other kids, especially the jocks, including me. She looked normal now, but all I will always remember her by is pink streaked hair, black lipstick, and dark eye makeup. The funny thing about the Goths, is that you could never tell if they were into drugs, sexual deviations, or witchcraft. As far as Jody was concerned, it was probably none of those, but you always believed the most outrageous. The nameplate of her desk read "J. Mitchell." so I assumed she never married. Twelve years ago, I could understand that, but today she looked ...
"John. What can I do for you?" My train of through was broken by her question.
I found myself stammering a little. "You look great, Jody."
She laughed at my awkwardness. "Do you mean compared to what I used to look like?"
Now I was embarrassed. "I guess, but I didn't mean to imply anything."
"Relax, John. I was half way through college when I realized I was smart enough to face the world as who I was, without the fake façade. I have been, what you would call, "normal," for almost ten years."
"I'm a lot more comfortable with "normal" than before. Damn it, but that sounds patronizing. I have a hard time keeping my foot out of my mouth. You will have to excuse me."
"Forget it. Now, why are you here?"
"Before we start, I need to ask you a question. Do you have a file or report on me? Anything at all?"
Her fingers danced across the keys like a piano player. "Nothing here, John. You did marry Janet Wilcox, is that correct?"
"Yes."
"Nothing under her name either. It looks like the two of you are feeding your kids and not beating them. You do have kids, right?"
"Yeah. We have twelve year old twin girls, Bethany and Brittany."
"Okay. Now, can we get down to the problem that brought you here?"
"Jody, this is a little far-fetched and I know it might seem hard to believe, but my wife is planning on leaving me and wants to takes the girls with her."
" It's not hard to believe, John. We see it all the time."
"Doesn't she have to have cause to do something like that?"
"Usually when the mother comes to us she has documentation or something to prove the accusation."
"You just checked, and there is nothing there now. Right?"
"That's right, John, but how do I know you are not setting me up, because you did something and she hasn't got around to reporting it yet. Maybe she is getting medical information or police reports before she comes to our office. Just because we aren't showing anything in our computer, doesn't mean you didn't do anything."
"What you are saying is that I can't win."
"No, I am not saying that. Why do you think she is going to do something like this?"
I had no intention of showing anyone the e-mail that Ken had sent, but now I felt that I had no choice. I had to ask myself, why I made the copies if I wasn't intending on giving them to anybody. I slid one across the desk to Jody. "Where did you get this?"
"I took it off a computer that I obtained illegally. I know it can't be used for any legal reason, but it is some sort of proof of what is going on. The word conspiracy comes to mind, but I don't know the legal definition of it. I wanted to talk to you, or somebody in this office, because I didn't know what to do. I don't know how to protect myself, and my daughters, from something like this, and I can't afford a lawyer."
Jody Mitchell relaxed back into her chair. I watched her and did not blink. She rocked back and forth a few times and leaned towards me. "Can you come back tomorrow morning?"
"Yes."
"Fine. I will see you then. Can I keep this copy of the e-mail?"
I nodded 'yes,' and turned to walk out the door. "It was nice to see you, John."
I smiled and she smiled back. I forgot the Goth girl and saw the new Jody.
I didn't know any lawyers and I didn't know any people who knew lawyers, so I had to pick one out of the telephone book. I knew that she was planning on divorcing me, but under the circumstances things could change. I didn't want to take that chance. I wasn't sure what our financial picture would look like in the next few days or weeks, so I got the lawyer to quote me a price for the whole package up front, and I paid it in cash. I told him to do it the quickest, and easiest way he knew. If she wanted the house, she could have it. With the property depreciation, it was worth less than the mortgage. The other thing I insisted on was joint custody of the twins, at a minimum. I would take full custody, if he could swing it. I would pay child support, but no alimony.
On the way to lunch, I got a call from Billy. He needed a place to stay and of course I offered to put him up. We met at Taco Bell for the gourmet lunch combo. He had a silly grin on his face when I walked up.
"I know you can't be that happy. What happened?"
"A friend of mine, who works at Community General Hospital, gave me a little update on Calvin. Sarah went over there to visit with him. While she was there, Calvin's wife walked in with her two kids. Sarah had no idea that she was being played. It got so messy, that the hospital security people had to escort Sarah out. I went by Gilbert to talk to her, and she was no longer there: she had quit. I guess she must be at home right now, but I am not sure."
"Why wasn't his wife living up here with him?
"I don't know."
"Why wasn't he going home to his wife and kids on the weekends?"
"Don't know that either. To be honest with you, I don't give a shit."
Billy took a week off from work, so he could get things straightened out. I didn't know where he was going to sleep since my mom was staying at the house also, but we decided we would figure something out. He was going to swing by his place to try and pick up some clothing and his personal stuff, just in case Sarah was not there. He decided he didn't want to talk to her after all. I was headed for my insurance agent, but I never made it, because the cell phone rang again.
"John, It's Cameron Wilcox. Can you come over to the house for a while, so we can try and sort things out? Janet is a wreck and her mother isn't helping."
"Who is going to be there?"
"The three of us, and Janet's sister, Carla."
"I am not sure what you hope to accomplish, but I'll be there in about twenty minutes."
It was a somber group. I took my folder of goodies in with me, and I declined the coffee. "Who wants to start?"
"John, Janet seems to think that you are over reacting a little. She claims that you were raging mad, and forced her to say things that were not true in order to calm you down. She claims that she did nothing wrong and you have no right to throw her out."
I got the distinct impression that my dear wife had related a very sanitized version of what happened to her parents. I can understand why she would not want to admit her infidelity to them, but resented the fact that she shifted the blame to me. "What do you want me to do Cameron, prove that she is a liar or admit that I made a mistake?"
"I would just like to see a few facts so we can understand things a little better."
"What did she tell you about her boy friend?"
"She claims that she didn't have a boy friend. She just had a few drinks with some friends that Sarah worked with, and that you misinterpreted it."
"Cameron, in the last month she had over eighty telephone conversations with this casual friend. How many times did she call you and her mother in the last month?"
They both looked over at Janet. She looked at her feet instead of at them.
"Does that sound like a casual friend that she meets occasionally for drinks?"
No one was speaking as I took out Ken's cell phone. "Carla, can you read text messages? This is one that was sent to her casual friend right after I threw her out. Why don't you read it to everyone."
"Dear Ken, sorry for the problems. Love Janet." Carla handed the phone back to me.
"Does that sound like a casual friend?"
Janet had her hands in front of her face. Cameron was slowly shaking his head.
"A couple of weeks ago, Janet and her friend Sarah told everyone they were going shopping at the King of Prussia mall. The twins begged to go along, but their mother said "no'. Here are a few pictures that were taken on that trip." I handed Cameron six photos, which he looked at and passed to Martha and Carla.
"That doesn't look like King of Prussia. That looks like Knoebel's Grove. Damn it, Janet what is going on?"
Martha had been quiet up to that point. "Janet, in every picture you are hanging on to this man's arm for dear life. That is not what you do with friends. It appears that the fellow in these pictures, Ken, I assume, is far more than a friend. What were you trying to pull here?"
The tears were flowing slowly and quietly. This was not what she was hoping for. She wasn't expecting the pictures.
"Here are a few more of the same. I think two of them are from the Olive Garden and one looks like Red Lobster. I have several more. Fortunately, my loving wife has her clothing on in all of them."
"I think we have seen enough, John. I am sorry that we had to call you over here for this." Cameron seemed upset over the way he was deceived.
As I got up, Janet was leaving the room, bawling like a baby. We never got to discuss the stains on her underwear. I guess at that point it was not necessary.
Cameron walked me to the door. "John, I am sorry that we can't undo what has been done, but I guarantee you that it will not be ignored." He shook my hand as I left.
Mom and Billy had a roll-a-way bed set up in the den when I got home. It wasn't actually a den, just a small extra room that I kept the computer in. Billy had a pile of extra clothes that he got from his house, stacked up in the corner. Sarah wasn't at home when he stopped by.
The most interesting thing waiting for me when I got home was the mail. Actually, it wasn't waiting for me, it was for Janet: a nice official envelope from the passport department. I knew that I was not supposed to open it, but I couldn't help myself. It was of course a passport, but more exactly it was a family passport. The picture was of Janet and the two girls. I remembered when the girls told me that they had a picture taken, but I never imagined it was for this purpose. Of course there was no passport for me in the envelope.
I immediately called Cameron and told him to tell Janet that it had arrived. If she wanted her passport, all she had to do was send Ken to the house to pick it up. I would only give it to Ken. Normally, I would have been at work when the mail arrived. I never would have known she got it. Cameron informed me that they asked Janet to find someplace else to stay. They had no idea where she was going to go. It appeared that they were slightly pissed at their daughter. He did promise to tell her about the passport.
The supper conversation was interesting and it mostly involved the girls.
"A lady from Family Services came to see us at school today." Bethany said with a coy little smile.
"Would you like to expand on that a little? Did she speak to you together, or separately?"
"Both of us at one time. Her name was Jody. She said the two of you went to high school together."
"We went to the same high school, at the same time, but we weren't together."
I got a frown from Brit for being a smart ass. "Pay attention, dad,"
"What did she want to talk to you about?"
"You. All she talked about was you. Beth and I both agreed that she liked you."
"You got that from a short conversation?"
"She talked to us for over an hour. We missed gym and part of geography."
They were both talking at the same time and I was having trouble keeping up. Dinner was interrupted by a phone call from Carla. She wanted to talk.
I met Janet's sister at McDonald's. We took a corner table with two very hot coffees.
"John, Janet asked me to try and explain what was going on. She couldn't do it herself."
"This might sound stupid, but if I have any questions, how will you answer them?"
"I don't think I can. All I can do is talk and have you listen. I am sure I will get some of it screwed up anyhow, because most of it sounded like gibberish when she told it to me."
"You are setting me up so that you can tell me that you have no answers: just excuses and justifications."
"I always knew you were smart, John."
"Let's get it over with. I have other things to do."
"First, she blames it all on Sarah. Sarah started cheating on Billy and made it sound exciting and romantic. Janet said she never had experienced exciting and romantic. All she ever had was you: loving and dependable. When Ken Sanders started at Gilbert, Sarah convinced Janet's to joint them for drinks and a few meals out. While they were together, Sarah and Calvin would often disappear for a little love making, and leave Janet and Ken alone. Eventually, they started messing around also, and before long, it was a full-blown affair. Once it started, she couldn't or didn't want to stop it. Ken had impressed her with his stories of what he did and what he was going to do, She wanted to go with him and share it all. When he asked her to go to Spain she jumped on it. The big problem was, not leaving you, but leaving the girls. She knew that you would never let her take them overseas, so she was going to figure out a way to make you look like a bad father. She knows now that it was a mistake. After talking to the girls, she realized that they were closer to you than they were to her. She decided that she would not attempt to take the twins, if you agreed to a divorce, with no strings attached."
" That's it?"
"Pretty much so. Yep."
"Okay. Tell her to go ahead and file the papers. I won't contest it, if it is all as you described it."
"Oh, John. One more thing: Janet would like her passport. Do you have it with you?"
Everything started to become clear now. I had no idea how she was planning on doing it, but I suspected that she had not given up hope of taking the girls with her. They would kick and scratch all the way, unless she had something up her sleeve. The family passport was a deal killer.
"Carla, my coffee is cold. I am going to go home and take a hot shower. Don't call me again."
"John. What the hell is wrong? What did I do to piss you off?"



"You know damn well what you did. Do the two of you really think that I am that stupid? Go back to your slut sister and tell her that there is no way she will ever get her hands on my daughters. Since you chose to help her, I'll have to ask you never to speak to my girls again also."
Carla was on her cell phone as I walked out of Mickey D's. I can only guess whom she was calling.
I arrived at the Family Services office before it opened.
"Couldn't stay away from me, could you?"
Jody walked into the office with a big smile on her face and a Starbuck's cup in her hand. She motioned for me to sit down and apologized for not having an extra coffee.
"I guess you know that I talked to your daughters yesterday?"
I nodded and smiled. For some reason, I was a little tongue-tied: out of my element. I remembered that the same thing happened the last time I talked to her. Since I was with Janet my whole life, I never really had the opportunity to develop any social skills with other women. Looks like I was paying for that now.
"Is something wrong, John?"
'Other than everything, no." I wasn't trying to be a smart ass. I just wasn't able to put my words together.
"I am sorry, Jody. I think I better go. My head is not into all of this, this morning. I'll call you later."
"Before you leave, I would like you to know that I am getting a restraining order drawn up against your wife. I can't stop her from seeing or being with the girls, but I can stop her from removing them from the state or denying you access to them. It will be delivered to her before noon."
That brought a big smile to my face, but I left the office anyhow. I headed for the nearest Starbucks. That coffee sure smelled good.
Everything was under control until today. Now I was feeling depressed and bewildered. I drove around for a while and then headed for home.
Billy told me that Sarah had gone back to her parent's house near Ephrata, so he was moving back into his place just until he could sell it or rent it out. He spent the morning at the bank, insurance company, and lawyer's office. He wanted to try and get some money out of Gilbert, but they had no company policy against fraternization. His lawyer said it would be an uphill battle.
He went by the hospital and found out that Calvin was being released. His wife was taking care of the discharge paperwork when she saw Billy. Before he could get away, she cornered him and carefully explained that she was trying to get Calvin to drop the charges against him. He was really surprised when she thanked him for all his help. Apparently she had been trying to straighten out Calvin for several years with no success.
After Billy took off, I just sat on the front porch and drank beer. Mom brought me out a meat loaf sandwich and sat with me for a while. She didn't say anything, but she did have a beer. She said dad was coming over for supper and would be staying the night.
When Jody Mitchell pulled up, mom went into the house. Jody sat beside me but refused the cold beer I offered. We sat for a few seconds before she spoke.
"I served the papers on Janet about an hour ago. She was one pissed off woman. She is staying with her sister, by the way."
I finished the longneck that I had in my hand. "I guess that is a good thing, but why do I feel so bad?"
"There is no good thing in cases like this, John, just less bad."
I took out another beer, paused, and then put it back in the cooler.
"Could you stop by and explain all this to the girls? I get along pretty good with them, but no matter how carefully I word things, it will sound like I am dumping on their mother. I am afraid if I do that, that I will alienate them in some way. I don't want to do that."
"How about seven tonight?" I nodded as she got up and walked to her car. She stopped half way and looked back. That was a good sign, and I smiled. She smiled back.
Jody came by that night, and spent a long time with Beth and Brit. Billy and I were busy going through his house and cleaning out everything that was Sarah's or that reminded him of Sarah.
Jody started to come over to the house several times a week. Pretty soon, she was spending as much time with my mom as she was with the girls. I noticed that she was ignoring me. I was comfortable with that, but curious.
One night, after the girls when to bed, she sat down beside me. I felt that I had to talk to her. I didn't get the chance: she spoke first.
"Danny, do you have any wine?"
"Well, sort of." My conversation skills still needed work.
"What does that mean?"
"I don't have anything with a cork in it. I have wine, but it all has screw tops."
She seemed to think that was funny. "Get me something red will you, and bring the bottle."
Well the bottle was more like a jug, but she didn't seem to mind.
I poured, and we sipped. I finally forced myself to break the ice.
"I guess the girls are getting a lot from your visits. How long are you going to have to see them?"
'Oh, the twins are fine. They don't need to see me. I come over her to see you."
"I don't understand. You hardly even talk to me when you are here."
"I figured that was what you wanted."
"Not really. I was just afraid that you had some sort of rules against fraternizing with customers."
Her soft laugh made me feel more comfortable.
"I am amazed that you haven't even asked to see my tattoos."
"What tattoos?" It was evident that she was trying to draw me into some sort of frivolous conversation to try and loosen me up. It was a good plan and I appreciated it.
"I have four of them that I got when I was still in high school. Three are easy to find, but one of them is more difficult."
"Are you going to show them to me, or do I have to look for them?"
"It's more fun if you look, but I'll need a little bit more wine, if you are going to do that."
We both laughed when I filled her glass to the brim.
The hunt was far more exciting, because we had to keep quiet, so that we wouldn't wake the girls. The fourth one was indeed in a very private place, and I ended up admiring it for a long time, before she pushed me away. She left before the twins got out of bed, but I had the funny feeling that they knew what happened.
I told my telephone-book lawyer to finish up the divorce papers and have them delivered. Janet was going to have to live with what I offered, or do it her self. She was still staying with Carla when the papers were served. There was no response and I did not even get a phone call.
Several more weeks passed. Things were not going well with my dad. Mom was spending more time there, than at my place. Luckily school was just finishing for the year, so the girls moved in with her for the summer. By the end of the summer, dad had been moved to an assisted living facility. Billy and I helped mom get the family house ready to sell, and mom moved back in with me. Jody had been visiting the girls at mom's place all summer, and spending three or four nights a week with me. They went on shopping trips and out to eat together, and I was happy for the attention that Brittany and Bethany were getting. At least I wasn't jealous of them any more. I was pretty sure they knew what was going on between Jody and I.
Janet called the girls about once a week, but the conversations were always short, and, according to mom, seemed stressed. Most of the time the twins didn't even tell me that she called.
Billy's divorce from Sarah was finalized. I had no idea what the status of mine was. He had also decided that he wanted to start his own surveying business and asked me to go in with him. I was a little short on cash to contribute, until mom came to the rescue. When she and dad ran out of money, Medicare would take over his expenses. Rather than watch it all dwindle away, she felt that I should use it for the business. I believe that she was also thinking of it as an investment in her future. Three months later, Billy and I had our own little survey business. Luckily, my drafting skills converted over to drawing plots.
About a week after school started for the new semester, the twins got a visit from their mother. They thought they were going to the guidance office to see Jody, and were both disappointed to see Janet. They tried their best to be polite and respectful to her, but it still didn't go well. She told them that she loved them both and was sorry that things worked out like they did. She was going to Spain to see the windmills and she would send them some postcards. She promised to call them every year on their birthday, and she would send them fabulous Christmas presents. They said she was crying when she left.
Janet never called me or notified me that she was leaving, but her parents showed up at the house the next week. They apologized again for what Janet did, but did not attempted to defend her or justify her actions. Brittany and Bethany were their only grand children, and they wanted to be able to see them. I had no trouble with their request. They said Carla was too ashamed to come see me. She was torn between her sister and her parents.
Two months later, my divorce was final. Jody and I went to Red Lobster to celebrate. It was a rare night out, without the girls. They didn't seem to mind, in fact, I believe they were glad in a way. We spent the night at the local Holiday Inn. The twins were excited when I got home at ten o'clock the next morning. They didn't say anything, but spent the whole day grinning from ear to ear.
A year later, the business was doing great, but unfortunately dad passed away. Mom expressed an interest in moving to Florida with her sister, but didn't want to leave the girls. The twins felt that grandma should go. They carefully explained to me that Jody could take her place, even though she couldn't cook as well as my mom. They also insisted that they were old enough for separate rooms. It was an obvious plan and a good one.
The girls got birthday cards from their mother, but no phone call. She also sent lots of postcards. All of the postcards had Spanish windmills on them. I wasn't sure what the significance of that was. She sent them two fancy embroidered dresses for Christmas, but hadn't anticipated the growth spurt that young girls reaching their teen years go through. Neither of them seemed disappointed that the dresses were too small.
Gilbert Engineering became our biggest client. Billy was glad to learn that Calvin was now teaching electronics at the Lebanon County Vocational School: a big come-down from his previous position. He was no longer married. Sarah remarried and moved to California.
Ken Sanders did not last six months at his new job. He was now working in the states, but nobody seemed to know where. Billy had contacted his high school alumni association, to see if he could find out. My best friend always felt that I left Ken off too easy.
The odd thing was that the girls were still getting postcards with the windmills on them. There was never any information on the cards, just generic sentiments. Cameron told me that Janet called them several times. She was working for a travel agency in Barcelona. She never mentioned Ken, or gave them any information about what had happened between them.
Jody and I took a quick trip to Maryland for a quiet marriage. Within a year, she was expecting. Brittany and Bethany were as excited as we were. They were looking forward to having a little Goth girl for a sister. I believe that was some sort of private joke between the girls and their new mom. They never let me in on it.
I never did understand the significance of the Spanish windmills.
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Okay! Okay! I know that it is the oldest, most contrived situation imaginable, but it did happen. I wish that I could tell you in some sophisticated or unusual way that I discovered that my wife was cheating on me, but I can't. It happened like an old cliché from a bad story.
I work for an auto parts manufacturer. I make brakes. Somebody has to do it and I am one of the lucky ones. From four to midnight everyday, five days a week, for eight hours, I operate one of the most archaic machines you have ever seen. I get to wear eye protectors, earplugs, steel-toed shoes and a denim apron. I meet my quota ever day, and if I am lucky, I get a bonus at the end of the year.
I have a nice little three-bedroom home, a pretty wife, and two sons, both in grade school. After twelve years of marriage things were looking good, until today.
We have five stations that put the shoes together. They all run off of compressed air. In eight years we have had no problems with the equipment. Today, halfway through the shift, the compressed air system froze up. The air used to operate all our machines has to be perfectly dry. It is filtered and dehydrated by automatic equipment that never fails: well almost never. Tonight the dehydrator system failed to vent the collected moisture. I am not a scientist, so all I know is that when moisture and high-pressure air get together there is freezing, and everything comes to a complete halt.
Rather than have us sit around, they just sent the whole crew home, without pay of course. I guess you could say my whole life was ruined by high humidity.
When I opened the bedroom door, all I saw was a large, hairy, back, bouncing up and down on my wife, Marcie. Of course I instinctively turned on the overhead light when I realized Marcie wasn't sleeping.
"God damn it, Danny. What the hell are you doing home?"
I was expecting her to be scared, apologetic and ashamed, but all I got was a pissed off bitch.
"What the hell is going on?"
"Oh don't be such a jerk. You know perfectly well what is going on. I am sorry you had to see it, but if you had come home when you were supposed to it never would have happened."
"He never would have been here, or I never would have seen him?"
The hairy back had turned over and was now glaring at me with a smirk on his face. Marcie pulled the covers up in a half-assed attempt at modesty.
My big mistake was grabbing the guy. When he came off the bed, he was a lot bigger than when he was lying down. For my foolish enthusiasm, I was rewarded with two very, very hard blows to the ribs. I never got to lay a punch on him and I was on the floor, trying like hell to catch my breath. I am not sure, but I think I got a smash to the side of the head about that time, which put me out.
Somehow or other, I found myself in the hospital emergency room, getting my ribs bandaged by some sort of medical technician. Marcie was sitting on the chair beside the examination table with a disgusted look on her face. The technician finished and left the room.
"Marcie, who the hell was that guy and what was he doing in our house?"
"His name is Tony. He is a friend of mine and I invited him to the house."
"You were screwing him. You were screwing him in our bed. Our kids were just down the hall sleeping."
"Yes, I know. If you hadn't made such a commotion, they never would have woken up. I had to get my sister to watch them so I could bring you down here."
"What the hell was he doing there?"
"How many times are you going to ask the same question? We were having sex. We were fornicating. Is that so difficult to understand?"
"Is this a regular thing or was this the only time?"
"Tony and I have been getting together for about six months now. We were trying to keep it a secret from you. We don't normally come to the house though, but I couldn't get a sitter."
"Is it over now?"
"No it is not over. Danny, you are a good father and a good husband, but Tony is great in bed. I don't see any reason for us to end it just because it is out in the open. I promise you that we will not get together at the house any more. It is not fair to you or the kids."
"I am sorry Marcie. That is not acceptable. It stops now."
"Danny, if you try to stop my relationship with Tony in any way, I can guarantee that you will regret it. You just got the shit beat out of you and Tony didn't even raise a sweat. I can assure you that it will happen again. If you do or say anything, everybody we know will find out that your wife is screwing another man and you are too much of a wimp to stop it. All our friends and neighbors will find out first. I will see to it that your family knows all about what a pathetic loser you are. The guys that you work with will start to call you a cuckold. Think twice Danny. Your life will be hell. I bet even your sons will be embarrassed by you."
"Don't you care what anybody thinks of you? You would make yourself look like a slut just to put me down?"
"I will if I have to, but I am betting that you won't take that chance. Tony thinks you are a wimp and I think he is right. You are going to have to learn to live with it Danny-Boy."
"Who the hell is this guy anyhow? Where does he work?"
"He doesn't work, Danny. He owns Continental Classics, the luxury car emporium on Lancaster Pike. You know, the place you always wanted to go into but never did."
"That's it?"
"Danny, he is richer than you are, he is smarter than you are, and he is better in bed than you are. It also appears, that he is stronger and better with his fists than you are."
"Why don't you just marry him, if he is so damn great?"
"That's why I keep you around darling. Tony doesn't like kids, and I have no intention of giving mine up so I can be with him. You get to play househusband and daddy, while Tony gets all the loving. Why is that so hard for you to understand?"
"I am supposed to like this arrangement?"
"You have no choice. You either live with it or the whole world will find out what a loser you are. By the way, I am moving all your things into the guest room. I don't think it is necessary for us to share the bed any more, since the cat is out of the bag."
I watched as Marcie got up to leave. I was sort of glad to see her go. "Just curious darling, but who took care of the kids when you were out with Tony?"
"Karen usually watched them, but once in a while I dropped them off at your parents house. Oh, by the way, Karen is the one who introduced me to Tony."
I made a mental note to thank Karen as Marcie left the room.
They released me the next morning. Marcie wasn't there. I had a choice of calling someone or taking a taxi: the taxi won.
The kids were in school and Marcie was not at home. All of my clothing and personal items were piled on the guest bed. I am sure that Todd and Terry would have questions about the arrangements. I was going to let Marcie explain it. It took less than an hour to get my new living quarters in order. All sorts of ideas were running through my head in the meantime. There was no way in hell this was going to play out as Marcie planned it.
The first thing I did was go to the basement and dig out my old phone recorder. It would only work on the landline phone, but I had no other option. Marcie used her cell phone for almost all her calls. It only took twenty minutes to hook it up and hide it behind some old paint cans. It was a first step.
I was feeling like shit, but I was good enough to go back to work. They gave me a few pains pills, but I wasn't nuts about taking them and then operating machinery. I grabbed a couple of heavy duty Tylenols instead. One thing Marcie had grossly miscalculated was my relationship with the guys who I worked with.
I told them everything that happened the previous evening. They all had ideas: some good and some bad. It felt good to know that friends would be there for you when you needed them. We had an eight hour shift ready to start and each of us was going to spend it thinking up ways to make things right.
We broke for supper in the middle of the shift.
"Okay. Did anybody come up with an idea?"
Glenn was the first to speak up. "I don't have an idea, but I do have a cousin who works for the son-of-a-bitch. He does all the detailing of the vehicles. From what I understand, he hates Demarco. If you need any information about the business, the buildings, or the work shifts, he can help you."
"That will definitely be a help Glenn. Anybody else?"
"Danny, I got two shotguns and two pistols. You are welcome to any of them. None of them are registered, so there is no worry there."
Thanks Barry, but that's sounds a little bit more drastic than I was hoping for."
"Well hell, you don't even want to here my idea then."
There was a little laughter at Freddy's remark.
"Tell us Freddy. Come on tell us."
"I thought we could tie him to a tree with his legs spread out and build a bonfire, Indian style between his legs."
Everybody loved Freddy's idea, but it got voted down unanimously. Kyle was the only one that hadn't offered anything, so we all just looked at him while we ate our lunches.
"What? Don't look at me like that. Yeah, I got an idea, but it is sort of flaky."
"Spill it Kyle."
"I remember reading somewhere about a prison in Arizona that dressed all of the pedophiles and child molesters in pink jump suits. It was supposed to be humiliating. I know this Tony guy isn't a child molester, but something like that would embarrassed the hell out of him."
"You mean put a pink jump suit on him? Wouldn't he just take it off?
"I was thinking that if you could get in there, tie him up, and then spray paint him all over with pink paint that might do the trick. "
"But, he would know who did it."
"You have to make him unconscious first, and then leave him tied to the chair until they find him."
"How? Do we do it with drugs, or hit him over the head? What do you have in mind?"
"I can get a taser. All you have to do is sneak up and zap him."
"You make that sound easier than it probably is. How do we get him when he is alone, and how do we get close enough without him knowing?"
"I don't have all the answers. I just thought it was an idea."
The buzzer rang, and it was back to another four hours on the machines. My quota for the night was down, so the other guys chipped in to even it up.
Marcie was in bed when I got home. At least she was keeping her word about not bringing the asshole into the house.
I didn't have any clue as to what I would do. Most of the stuff the guys and I talked about were like high school pranks. I might as well put a flaming bag of dog poop on his doorstep. I needed some real revenge.
It was noon when I got up. The kids were at school and I could hear Marcie moving around in the house. I grabbed a quick shower, shaved, and started out the door.
"Good morning husband. Don't you have a kiss for your wife?"
She was standing by the kitchen sink with her hand on her hip and a smirk on her face. I just turned and walked out the door. Her smart-assed remark did not deserve an answer. I needed some lunch and some private time.
I spent the rest of the afternoon killing time. I was trying to figure out what I could do to my wife's sex buddy, without bringing too much havoc upon myself. I had to finish work tonight and start getting prepared. I decided to stop taking any meals at home. It was about the only time I got to spend with the boys, but I just couldn't force myself to eat Marcie's cooking any more. Before I knew it, it was time for work.
Things were pretty normal until supper break.
"Danny, I got the taser in the car. I don't know if you can use it for anything, but at least you can have it for self protection." Kyle seemed proud of himself. "Don't forget to pick it up, before you go home."
"Did you ever use the damn thing?"
"No. We can try it out. Who wants to volunteer?"
The only response was a chorus of groans around the table. Nobody had any new ideas, but they all were willing to support anything I came up with. I felt better knowing that I had a few friends.
Things were normal at the house when I got home. It would be a short night for me. Working the graveyard shift sort of screws up your sleeping habits, especially on the weekends.
I was up earlier than normal. Todd and Terry jumped at the chance to spend sometime at Chucky Cheese. Marcie didn't seem to mind at all, especially when I told her we would be out all day.
"Danny. I am going to need you to take a few vacation days the week after next. Tony's friend Wally is coming in from Detroit, and we are going to be taking a three night, four day cruise down to Cancun. If you can't do it could you see if your parents can?"
"Let me get this straight, you are going to take a sea cruise with two guys? That sounds a little sleazy, even for you."
"Don't be crude, Danny, it doesn't fit you. Wally will be rooming with Karen. They are old friends for a couple of years."
"Oh. Well golly gee, I guess that makes it all right then." I tried my best to be sarcastic. I definitely would be thanking Karen later.
Of course, I got started on the day way too early. In order to kill some time before Chucky's opened we went to the Hobby Lobby near the house. The boys were big enough to put together most of the plastic models that lined the shelves. The end results were not anything to brag about, but they had a lot of fun. I left them to explore the hundreds of boxes and wandered around amazing myself at all the crap that was available for creative housewives to buy. I guess if Marcie had been into crafts she wouldn't have brought home that hairy gorilla. It was too late now.
My eyes lit up when I discovered rows and rows of designer paint in spray cans. There they were: six beautiful cans of pink paint in aerosol cans. They didn't have as much paint in them as the ones at Lowe's or Home Depot, but they were pink. It was the only place I saw paint that color, in a spray can. Of course, I took this as a sign and bought all six cans. Todd ended up with a monster truck kit and Terry opted for the tugboat. I didn't even know they made plastic tugboat models.
Before we left, I also picked up a package of ten large plastic cable wraps. They were about eighteen inches long and looked like they would do the job. By that time Chucky Cheese was ready for business. The kids killed about four hours and two pizzas before they burned out. We picked up a pack of cheap bread and went to Pendora Park. The ducks ate it all in the first ten minutes, but we stuck around for another couple hours, before heading for my parent's house.
Mom and Dad were happy to have us for supper and the evening. Todd and Terry spent most of the night in front of the television, and I took advantage of the time to brief Dad on the situation with Marcie. I realized that I was actually telling people about what was going on before Marcie could. She was threatening to do what I was doing myself. Hell, that almost made her threat worthless. Dad promised that they would be there to take care of the boys no matter what happened. That would make things a lot easier to carry out. I didn't want the boys hurt by the situation.
About nine o'clock, I called Marcie to let her know we would be staying at my parent's house for the night. I got the machine.
After a big breakfast at IHOP, we arrived home to find Marcie still in bed. I immediately fired up the lawn mower and started in the back, by the bedrooms. Todd and Terry were anxious to start on their models even though it was a beautiful day outside. I let them go. I decided to make a full day of the lawn work. There was edging and pruning to be done. Things didn't go as fast as normal because I found myself stopping to chat a lot. I had a perfectly good pair of hedge clippers, but decided to borrow a set from Mike Fielding across the street. His wife, Mary, was one of the biggest gossips in the neighborhood. I explained to Mike that there might be some unfamiliar cars parked by the house, because Marcie would be entertaining some male friends. Everything should be Okay unless they get drunk and rowdy. If that happens, just call the police. It was hard for me to control things, since I worked nights.
Larry Finley was on the board of directors at the local church. I borrowed a spark plug wrench from him and apologized for Marcie's recent wild behavior. Of course he wanted to know what I meant. Larry was a bigger gossip than Mary Fielding. Ten minutes later, he had enough fodder to last a month.
I didn't break for lunch and finished work about four in the afternoon. After a quick shower I went to Rosie's Cantina and ordered the most expensive meal on the menu. I am not sure what it was, but it sure was good. I spent the rest of the evening with my brother Dave, and his family. Dad had already told him what was going on. I spent the night on his couch.
My wife had a great plan. She was going to force me into obedience by threatening to expose me as a cuckold. If I refused to condone and support her infidelity, she would make my life miserable. It was an interesting idea, but it sure had a lot of holes in it. In less than a week, I had already told everybody what was going on. That sort of negated her threat. I was also able to make her look more like a slut then she had ever imagined. I don't think she ever anticipated any backlash.
I stopped by the house the next afternoon to change for work and a fuming Marcie was waiting for me.
"What the hell have you been telling the neighbors? Karen said that you told everyone that I was running a whore house here at night."
"Oh bullshit. That is not true Marcie. I simply explained to them that you might be entertaining men while I was at work, and that they shouldn't get excited about it. "
"Well that's not how it is going around. Whom else have you been talking to?"
"Everybody. I figured I would tell them before you did. It seemed easier that way. I didn't say anything to your parents or your sisters. You should probably do that before they hear the rumors."
"Damn it Danny. You are making me look like a slut."
"Well, that's only fair. You were going to make me look like a cuckold."
"Bastard."
"I am sorry, Darling, but I have to get to work."
I got to spend a little time with the boys before leaving. The hardest part was not getting the quality time that I wanted with them.
Glenn had the best news of the night. Continental Classics closed down at nine o'clock on Thursday night, so that Tony could personally make out all the paychecks for Friday. He hated to be disturbed while doing the payroll, so even the cleaning crew was gone.
Kyle took a few minutes and showed me how to use the taser. Nobody would volunteer to test it. The plan was coming together. If I got caught, and I fully expected to, I would be looking at some jail time. I didn't give a shit. Tony Demarco had to be humiliated. If I got arrested, I would make sure that all the newspapers and TV stations got the complete story. Any publicity like that would crush him, or at least piss him off so bad that he did something dumb.
For the next few days, I went home only to sleep, shower, and change clothes. I hadn't eaten a meal at home since that first day. Finally, Thursday arrived. I arranged for my truck to have a dead battery, so Kyle picked me up.
The floor supervisor never really bothered the brake guys too much. As long as we met our quotas and the quality was good they left us alone. One thing that would work to my advantage was the OSHA requirements for the job. Between the apron, gloves and welding goggles, we all pretty much looked alike. At eight thirty, I slipped out the back door. The guys would be taking turns working my station. One of they're posts would, of course, be vacant, but no one really cared. Toilet breaks were routine and never controlled. The main thing was to give the illusion that I never left.



I walked into the employee's door at Continental Classics and headed straight for the bathroom. At about nine o'clock somebody made a quick check before turning out the lights. Ten minutes later, I put on some latex gloves and walked out of the toilet into a semi-dark office area. His desk overlooked the showroom area, so his back was to the door. It looked like it was going to be easier that I expected. He had a computer in front of him, but he was pecking away on an old adding machine with paper tape. He never heard me approach.
I hit Tony with the taser right on the back of his neck. His body jerked upright, and I thought he was going to turn around, so I let him have it again. This time he gave a few twitches and then relaxed. Perfect.
I put two plastic cable wraps on each leg and two on each arm. I brought an old necktie along, to use as a blindfold. He was being very cooperative. I wheeled his chair over to the glass window by the showroom. He would be in perfect view when his people showed up for work in the morning. It was a pretty pink color, but I had to use a lot more than I anticipated. The paint was being absorbed into his clothing as fast I sprayed it on. It took at least three coats on any one area to show up like I wanted it to. I had just enough paint, but barely. He looked pretty in pink.
After I finished, I carefully packed everything back up. I had expected Tony to wake up while I was decorating him, but he never budged. I had also planned to remove the necktie blindfold before leaving. I checked my watch several times. I was well within the timeframe I had laid out, but I still wanted Tony awake before I left. Five minutes later, I was starting to worry. I tried to feel for a pulse with no success. Maybe I couldn't feel it because of the latex gloves. I took a glove off and tried again. There was still no pulse. I tried to find a pulse on his neck, like I saw them do on TV. I still couldn't find anything. I removed the blindfold and then touched his eyeball with a pencil tip. He didn't blink. There was no kind of reflex.
Well, needless to say, I started to panic. I did have the presence of mind to put the latex glove back on and wipe everything that I might have touched. I put the necktie in my pocket and then cut off all the plastic ties. You could see the marks that the pink paint left when I removed them. It looked odd. The white skin under the necktie made him look like a pink raccoon. I took another minute to make sure I didn't overlook anything and then left for work.
I dropped all the crap that I had with me, including the taser, into a storm sewer on the way back to the shop. Ten minutes later I was back making brake shoes. Nobody noticed that I was absent. As soon as the shift was over, I told the guys what happened. They were all accessories, so I was pretty sure nobody would say anything. Freddy was very impressed. None of them seemed worried. Kyle drove me home and we both made a mental note of the time that he dropped me off.
I didn't get to sleep as long as I usually did. At about ten o'clock, Marcie came barging into my room.
"What the hell did you do? What did you do, you little bastard?"
Of course, I just rolled over and gave her a perplexed look. "What the heck are you talking about, woman?"
"Tony's dead. Karen called and said they found him in his office this morning, dead. I believe that you had something to do with it and I will see to it that you pay, you bastard."
That was the second time she called me a bastard in five minutes. It was pretty clear that I was not going to be getting any more sleep, so I stumbled out of bed and hit the john. I was in no hurry to face the wicked witch of the East, so I took a long hot shower and a slow shave. I even put on a little aftershave, just to aggravate my loving wife.
I never made it to the coffee pot. A tall black man was standing in the living room talking to Marcie. His hair was cut very close and he had on a dark suit. The bitch had called the cops. There was no doubt about it. I shook my head and walked into the kitchen, to get my first cup of the day.
Marcie had a sarcastic little smirk on her face, as I sat down in my favorite recliner. My uninvited guest sat when I did.
"Mister Mercer, my name is Detective Darnell Greene, with an 'e'. I am here concerning the death of Anthony Demarco last night. Your wife indicated that you and Mister Demarco had a disagreement last week, and I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions?"
"Sure. I have no objections, but not here."
"What do you mean?"
"If you want to talk, lets do it in your office, not in my home. Is that Okay with you?" I couldn't help but notice the frown that came across Marcie's face. I was pretty sure that she had expected to be included in the discussion.
"My car or yours, Mister Mercer?"
"I have a few other things I need to do, so I'll meet you there. Any special office?"
"Second floor rear. Room 206. Just turn right when you get off the elevator. I'll see you shortly."
Marcie was fuming as I put on my shoes. I never got to finish the coffee, so I just dumped it in the sink. I turned and smiled as I walked out of the door. "I guess you are going to get what you wanted, sweetheart."
"What are you talking about? What the hell do you mean, Danny?"
Ten minutes later at I was sitting with Detective Greene on the second floor in the municipal building.
For the next hour, Detective Greene asked all the right questions and I had all the right answers. He was trying to be discreet about the affair without ignoring it, or rubbing it in my face. Of course, I had to admit that I had a motive, but that I never got a chance to do anything about it. It was a serious situation, but I tried my best to be congenial without being a smart ass. I think he appreciated the fact that I made his job easier, even thought I didn't have an answer for him.
The most interesting part of the discussion was finding out that Tony died from some sort of heart problem. He had a pacemaker installed a couple of years ago, and I guess it didn't mix too well with the taser. Of course, they knew about the taser from the marks on his neck. I felt bad that Tony died, and yet I was also glad.
Detective Greene gave me the usual 'don't leave town' speech, and said he would get back with me, after verifying my alibi. Wow, I never thought I would need an alibi for anything. It was sort of exciting. We parted on good terms. I got the feeling that Darnell Greene was on my side. It made me feel warm all over.
I grabbed a bite to eat and watched the TV news. There was a segment about the death of a local businessman. It mentioned that there were no know relatives in the area.
I emptied the bank accounts and then took the time to have a nice breakfast. There were things to be done at home. Marcie was not there when I got back. It took me thirty minutes to move all of my things back into the master bedroom and all of Marcie things into the guest room. The guest room had one small closet and one dresser. I piled everything on the bed, for her to put away. I checked the telephone recorder in the basement and there was nothing significant on it. I gathered up all of the banking and insurance records as well as other important papers. I was glad that I had Marcie's Volvo in my name. That would make things easier. Everything went into a folder under the front seat of my truck. I called work and took two weeks vacation.
A few hours later, my loving wife showed up. She seemed surprised to find me at home. It was time to get things in order again. I smiled as I led her to the guest room.
"What the hell is this? Who the hell do you think you are?'
Her reply was a big smile.
"Answer me, damn it. What is going on?"
"Marcie, I will be staying in the master bedroom from now on. You can have the guest room. I suggest that you start putting your clothing away. Anything that is not in the closet or the dresser by suppertime will be disposed of. Any questions?"
"I can't get my stuff in that little closet and I have no intention of staying in that room anyhow. What the hell do you mean, 'disposed of'?"
"If you can't get it in the closet or the dresser, you don't need it."
"This is not going to happen, Danny. I don't know what kind of game you think you are playing, but it will not work. You are dead meat."
"I suggest that you start putting things in order. If you have any more questions, I'll check back later."
"Bastard." That was the third time today she called me a bastard. I must be doing something right.
While Marcie was busy in the guest room, I dumped her purse on the kitchen table. I took my time collecting everything that I wanted. I got her cell phone first, and then her car keys. From her wallet, I got her driver's license and all the credit cards, debit cards, and money. I put back everything that was left.
I got her car title out of the pick-up, and then drove the Volvo across town to a friend of mine who had a car lot. I sold it to him outright, at a good price, with the agreement that he would wholesale it out of town. Even with the payoff, I got a few thousand dollars in my pocket.
I was just going into Taco Bell for lunch, when my cell phone rang.
"You son-of-a-bitch, what did you do with my cell phone, and where the hell is my car?" I was happy that she didn't call me a bastard again. She was calling from the house phone. It was a good test. I could check the recorder when I got home.
"I am sorry, honey. I had to get money to hire a lawyer to defend me from the murder charges. I promise to get you another car as soon as I get out of jail."
She was still cussing on the other end as I hung up and turned the cell phone off. After that conversation, I decided a lawyer would really be a good idea. No matter what happened, I was not going to stay married. It would have to wait, however, because I was next in line to order.
Todd and Terry were home when I got there. I went straight to my sons and ignored Marcie all together. I did glance her way a few times, and noticed that she was not a happy camper. The boys were anxious to show me the models that they had put together.
When Marcie started to put supper together, I wandered down the hall to the guest room. All of my clothes were back on the bed. All of Marcie's clothes were back in the master bedroom. I snickered to myself, but decided not to fight it. She was hard headed and determined right now.
Marcie told the boys to wash up for supper, and I went to the guest room to put my things away, again. I would have loved to throw all her stuff away, but that seemed too childish.
Red Lobster was my treat to myself tonight. Money was no object, because I still had cash left over after giving the divorce lawyer a deposit. The shrimp and lobster combo was great but the cheese rolls were still my favorite. When I finished my meal, I turned my cell phone back on. I was hoping that one of the guys from work or Detective Greene might call. No such luck, as the first call was from my wife.
"Danny, how am I supposed to go to the grocery store? We need milk as well as a few other things."
"I'll take you when I get home. Try and arrange it so that we can do the shopping on Saturdays, when I am off work. I'll feel better if you didn't do the shopping by yourself. Oh. I got another call. I got to go. We'll talk when I get home."
The second call was from Kyle. Detective Greene talked to the whole crew: individually, and as a group. All of the stories held up. Tom Tingle, the floor manager was the strongest supporter. He insisted that there was no way I could have missed work. He kept a tight rein on all of his men, and can guarantee that I was there all night. I knew that I wasn't that clever. If some criminal investigator wanted to prove that I killed Tony Demarco, I am sure that he could do it. I was getting the feeling that nobody cared.
I got home just in time to put the boys to bed. Marcie was sitting on the couch with a glass of wine.
I grabbed a cold Foster's from the fridge and got comfortable in my recliner. The TV was not on, so I figured it was a good time for Marcie and I to talk.
"So Marcie, how is the plan to turn me into a wimp and a cuckold coming along?"
Well that ended the conversation before it got started. She finished the wine, got up, and left for her bedroom. I thought she wanted to talk. I guess I was wrong.
I took my beer and went to check the recorder. The first call was to her sister. There was no cover-up there. It appeared that Marge knew all about the affair with Tony and was supporting Marcie in every way. That was good to know.
The next call was to Marcie's mom, and was a little different. Mom had no idea what was going on. Her daughter convinced her that Tony was a friend of Karen's, and that I was jealous because I had been trying to have sex with Karen, for years. Tony gave me a lecture about it and I got mad. She never said that I killed him, but she sure did infer it.
She called the cell phone company to see if she could get a replacement for the phone that I took, and didn't have any success. Then she called the DMV to report that I took her drivers license. They told her to report it to the cops. She called the bank to ask for a replacement credit card, but they told her the account was closed. I will say this: she was busy little girl.
The last call on the machine was to Karen. Karen lived only a few houses away, so I have no idea why they used the phone instead of just getting together. Of course, it was to my benefit. I learned two important things from that call: Wally was still coming in from Detroit, and that Marcie was going to lay low and not make any waves until he got here.
The boys and I were up, bright and early the next day. We were out of the house before Marcie was awake. We got home after lunch and Marcie insisted that I drive her to the grocery store. She needed things and since she no longer had a car or a driver license, I had to take care of it. That night, while she cooked supper, I checked the recorder.
Wally had arrived and the first person he called was Marcie. It was an interesting conversation. He believed everything that Marcie told him and vowed revenge. Wally and Tony grew up together and he would not let this go. He gave Marcie the number where he was staying and told her to call him the next day, when she got a chance. Marcie immediately called Karen and enthusiastically gushed about how happy she was. I could not believe that this was the woman that I was married to all these years. The change was so sudden and so complete. I had no idea that what I did was so bad that I deserved this: other than killing her lover. I went out for a burger before going to bed.
Of course, the lawn needed mowing again, so the next day I had a good excuse to avoid Marcie. About eleven o'clock, Marcie's mom and dad came to pick up the boys. I had no idea that a sleepover with the in-laws had been planned, but decided not to protest it. Tomorrow was a school day, and grand mom Wilcox promised that they would be there on time. I was anxious to check the phone recorder, but lunch came first since I missed breakfast. After a quick shower, I was off to Denny's. Marcie never said a thing about the fact that I was no longer eating at home.
Marcie and Wally had set up a plan to avenge Tony's death. The whole thing was sort of comical. I guess it wouldn't have seemed that way, if I didn't know what was going on. After Marcie and I went to bed, Wally was going to enter the house through the sliding door off the back deck. She promised him that it would be unlocked. If everything when according to plan, it would look as if I was shot during a burglary attempt. Marcie and Karen would both call 911 when they heard the shot. I know it sounds stupid, but at that moment I remembered that I had not changed the beneficiaries on my insurance polices.
I threw my wife a sarcastic kiss as I walked out the door, and got a finger in response. I had supper with my parents and spent the evening there. Before I left, I borrowed dad's snake charmer. The short-barreled twenty gauge would be perfect for the evening party. Marcie was in bed when I got home, but her light was on and I assumed that she was reading. The only call on the recorder was from Karen. She was bragging about the great sex she and Wally enjoyed all afternoon. Before saying goodbye, she promised Marcie that she would be ready later that night.
It took me about twenty minutes to replace the buckshot in the shells with rock salt. I had a full bag left over from last winter. I didn't want to kill Wally, but just slow him down. Hell, I didn't want to kill Tony either. I was hoping that Wally didn't have a bad ticker like Tony did.
I wanted to check the door to the back deck, but was afraid that Wally might see me. I had to assume that Marcie left it unlocked. I stripped down to my shorts, and messed up the blankets on the bed. A cup of coffee would have been nice, but there was none made, so I settled for a coke. I waited in my recliner with the cell phone by my side.
He didn't show up until after midnight. As soon as I saw him on the deck, I dialed 911 and reported an intruder in my house. I was careful to say that I was in fear for my life. I didn't hang up the phone.
The patio door quietly slid open and there was Wally. I waited until he was completely inside the house and then gave him the first blast. I was aiming for the lower part of his body, because I didn't want to accidentally kill the son-of-a-bitch. The first shot knocked him back unto the deck. When the second one hit him, he fell over the side of the deck, breaking the railing. I knew I didn't kill him because he was howling like a stuck pig. Boy, that rock salt must have really hurt. I was astounded by how loud the sound of the shotgun blast was inside the house. My ears were ringing like crazy. I flicked on the lights and in a matter of seconds Marcie was standing in the living room screaming. She was actually yelling words at me, but I couldn't make them out. I walked over to see how Wally was, and saw a Ruger .22 automatic, with a silencer attached, on the floor. Marcie was still screaming, so I pointed the shotgun in her direction. She quickly shut up and ran out of the room. It looked like Wally broke his ankle when he fell. Some guys have all the luck.
Ten minutes later, the first black-and-white arrived. There wasn't a whole lot of discussion. I had laid the shotgun on the floor so that there would be no misinterpretation of what was going on. I pointed to the phone, and one of the officers informed the 911 Operator that everything was under control. They asked who else was in the house and I told them about Marcie in the bedroom. They brought her into the living room and discovered that they made a big mistake. Her mouth was running a mile a minute. I tried to block it out as the police tried to shut her up. Neither one of us was successful. Finally, a larger than life, female, uniformed officer gently took her arm and led her outside.
I noticed that Karen was standing outside with some others neighbors. I smiled at her and slowly drew my index finger across my throat. She turned and rapidly walked away with out returning my smile.
The EMT unit arrived for Wally at the same time that Detective Greene showed up. He smiled when he saw me and I responded with a big grin. I wasn't trying to be a smart ass, but I just couldn't help myself. The Amazon cop brought Marcie back into the house so that she could get dressed. She had calmed down a little. After I got dressed, we all headed down for police headquarters. I insisted on separate cars, so Detective Greene let me ride with him. We didn't talk on the way downtown, but he did look over at me and smile again.



It was daylight when Greene turned me loose. We only talked for about thirty minutes, but they kept me around for the whole night. I felt like I was at Guantanamo because they kept making me drink coffee. One of the black-and-white cars drove me home. I was a little disappointed, because I was expecting to see yellow tape strung around the house. The place looked like nothing happened. The rock salt didn't even break the siding glass door. I guess Wally got most of it. I figured it would take about an hour to fix the busted railing.
I hit the bed and didn't get up until after lunch. After empting my bladder, I staggered out to the kitchen and found my friendly detective sitting at the table reading the paper and drinking fresh coffee, which I assumed he made while I was sleeping. I had all the coffee I wanted the night before, so I settled for a large glass of OJ, and sat down across from him. I have no idea how he got into the house.
"You are one cool dude, Mister Mercer." He never looked up from the paper.
I didn't know how to respond to that, so I said nothing. I couldn't tell if he was playing with me, or what. He finished his coffee.
"Detective Greene. I need a shower, a shave, and some lunch. I'll buy, unless it's against some sort of police policy."
"Take you time, Danny, I got all day." As I walked to the shower, I was wondering when he slept.
Lunch was two big pulled pork sandwiches. Greene even joined me in washing it down with a beer. Neither one of us said anything, and after a while the silence became overwhelming.
"You are dying to ask me some questions aren't you, Mister Mercer?"
"Funny, but I was thinking the same thing about you."
My detective friend waved the waiter over and ordered two more drafts.
"I spent all night asking you questions. It's your turn now."
"Okay, for starters, where is my wife?"
"We are still holding her. She will be charged this afternoon. "
I finished my beer.
"Your wife's parents got her a lawyer."
I was not expecting that. Now I had a hundred more questions, but the trouble was, that the more questions I asked, the more I risked exposing myself. I decided it was better to back off. It was nice to see that Marcie's family was available for her, because I wasn't going to be there.
"I don't have any more questions, Detective Greene, but if you feel the need to unburden yourself, feel free to start anytime."
He took a big swig of beer and laughed, not loud, but a definite laugh.
"One more thing. You didn't happen to overhear or maybe tape any conversations that your wife had with Mister Williams, did you?"
"I assume you mean Wally?"
That got me a little sneer.
"If I did happen to have such a tape, would you need it?"
"I don't know yet. If things go as I think they will, it won't make any difference, but if one of them gets a good lawyer, maybe."
"If I had such a tape, wouldn't that get me in trouble?"
"You are right about that. I am just trying to make my job easier. I'll see what I can do without having a tape that may or may not exist."
I nodded a little thank you.
"Danny Boy, I think I should take you home. Your boys will be getting back from school soon, and they need their father."
We arrived at the house just as the school bus dropped off Todd and Terry. They walked over to us and I introduced them to my new detective friend. They wanted to see his badge. Everything seemed pleasant enough until Greene leaned forward and said, "Now which one of you built the tugboat, and which one built the monster truck?"
" I built the truck," shouted Todd with his chest out.
"I did the tugboat. Do you want to see it?" Terry was just as proud.
"Maybe I'll get a chance to look at them next time. I have to go now."
He left me standing there stunned, and walked to his car with a big shit-eating smile on his face. The son-of-a-bitch knew about the pink paint. He had my balls in his hand and I couldn't do a damn thing about it.
We ordered a pizza that night. The boys never asked where their mom was. After supper Marcie's dad called and said he needed some help to raise the bail money to get her out of jail. I tried to be as polite as I could be, when I turned him down. I am not sure that he understood what was going on, but at least he was trying to be a good father. I asked him where she was going to stay. He hesitated a little, and then said that she would be staying with them. The boys and I loaded all of Marcie's things in the pickup and dropped them off. We had no trouble gathering everything up.
When we came home, I noticed a U-Haul truck in the driveway at Karen's house. It was gone the next morning.
Marcie never called me. I had to read the newspaper every day to find out what was going on. Nobody told me anything; in fact, it was almost like I was purposely being left out of the loop. There was no trial. Marcie placed all the blame on Wally. Wally claimed it was all her idea. Both of them ended up taking pleas. Marcie got three to five years for conspiracy to commit murder. Wally got five to ten years for attempted murder. Some Federal people were called in concerning the silencer that Wally had with him. They decided to wait until Wally finished his first sentence, before bringing changes. Detective Greene didn't need the tape and never mentioned it again.
Karen vanished, and was not seen or heard from again.
My dad was glad to get his shotgun back, and promised that I could borrow it again if I needed it. He was snickering when he said that. I had Marcie served with divorce papers as soon as she started her jail term. She did not protest anything. I got the feeling that she didn't want anything to do with me, because I hadn't seen her or talked to her since the night I shot Wally. I sold the house and moved back in with my parents. I couldn't work and watch the boys myself. The guys at work were happy to have me back. For some reason, I was offered the chance to change over to the day shift, but I turned it down.
I took the boys up to Muncy women's prison to see their mother every month. I waited in the car, because they usually were there less than an hour. Sometimes, in good weather, the meetings would be outside. I was able to park and watch them through the chain link fence. I never asked them about the visits, and I asked them not to tell me anything. It seemed to work fine for all of us.
Things seemed to be running smoothly until I got the phone call.
"Hello. Is this Daniel Mercer?"
"Yes."
"My name is Angela Hawkins. A detective name Darnell Greene said that I should call you. There are thing that we need to discuss."
"I know Detective Greene, but why would you want to talk to me?"
"Tony Demarco was my brother."
Oh shit. Just when I thought all this crap was behind me, something like this has to happen.
"I don't think that would be a good idea. I am sorry for your loss, but I can't help you." I hung up the phone before she could say anything else.
Two days later, she called again.
"Daniel. I would really appreciate if you could come to see me. There are some things I need to say. Detective Greene said you were a reasonable man."
"Where did you want to meet?"
"I would prefer to do it at the auto showroom, but anywhere you feel comfortable is fine with me."
It took me a few moments to come up with something. "I will meet you Saturday morning at ten o'clock at the showroom. I will be bringing my two sons with me. They like looking at old cars." I didn't know what she had in mind, but I felt safer in a public place, with the boys along. I wasn't using them as a shield or anything like that, but I felt that she would be less likely to try anything if I had them with me. I had no idea what sort or grudge this woman might be harboring. If she was Tony's sister, she must be Italian. If she was Italian, she must be hot blooded. If she was hot blooded, I must be careful. At this point, I decided that I was over thinking the whole thing. I needed a beer.
I called Detective Greene and asked him what was going on. He laughed and told me to meet with her and stop worrying. Easy for him to say, as he didn't kill her brother.
Continental Classics was a big impressive place. In addition to the main showroom, they had two large buildings in the back holding cars needing restoration or waiting for a place on the showroom floor. I was shocked when we pulled up to see that they were having a grand opening celebration. I wasn't expecting that. There were a lot of things I didn't understand.
Terry and Todd seemed to be torn between the cars and the freebies. The first impression was the smell from the popcorn machine. A guy with floppy shoes and a rubber nose was handing out small bags of the hot popped kernels. Off to the side, was a soda machine and another clown with a hotdog cart. The boys wouldn't need lunch today.
It was not too difficult to recognize Angela Hawkins. I knew immediately, as soon as I noticed her walking directly towards me with a slow and determined gait. Everything about her said Italian: dark hair, dark eyes, olive complexion, and broad hips. I guess a gentleman wouldn't have noticed her hips, but they were emphasized by her height: Five feet even, at the most. Tony was enormous and his sister was short, and wide.
I felt myself getting a little anxious as she approached, and then I noticed the smaller sized clone by her side. The young girl looked to be about ten and was the spitting image of Angela, except her hair was a tad lighter, and, naturally, she didn't have any hips at all. It looked like my hostess was covering herself the same way that I did. We were a pretty pitiful pair: both using our kids for security.
As she closed the gap between us, her hand came out in a friendly manner.
"Daniel Mercer, I presume?" It was only natural and polite to take her hand and shake it.
"I always wanted to say that: like in the movie about Doctor Livingstone." She was smiling, but seemed a little nervous, which made me feel a tad better.
I stood there like a mute, so she continued talking. "This is my daughter, Carla." Carla smiled at the boys and I. Todd smiled back politely and said his name, but Terry held out his hand with a grin on his face. "Carla, why don't you show the boys around, while I talk to their father?"
Terry immediately followed Carla to the showroom area, while Todd headed for the hot dog stand. I took that as a good sign.
"We can talk down here, or up in my office: it's your choice?"
"I guess the office would be fine." Those were the first words out of my mouth. As we walked towards the stairs leading to the elevated office, I noticed several of the employees looking in my direction and making comments to each other. Angela noticed also, and smiled at my discomfort. The salesmen on the floor, all wore blue bowling shirts for the opening, so they were easy to spot. Unfortunately, they all seemed to have more of an interest in me, than they did the shoppers. One guy, at the far end of building, gave me a big smile and a thumbs-up. I smiled back, but felt a little nervous.
"Did Detective Greene tell you anything at all about my situation?"
I didn't reply: but I just shook my head to indicate that he didn't.
"I don't want to bore you with my life's history, but I think you need to know a little bit. Tony was my brother and only relative. There is no other family. When Tony died, he did not have a will. Since I was the only relative, I inherited his business. The executor took out a big chunk, but I still got more than I ever expected."
I was glad to see that somebody got something beneficial out of the whole mess. While she was explaining things to me, I noticed that she had pierced ears and wore a wedding ring. There was a small silver cross hanging from her neck, but I had a hard time actually seeing it, because my eyes kept focusing on her cleavage. I just started to remember how long it had been since I had sex, when she interrupted me.
"Mister Mercer? Are you paying attention?" It was a trick question. She was smiling when she asked it.
"I am sorry. I was just admiring your crucifix." I was telling myself to look at her eyes only, and to pay attention, when she punched me in the arm.
"Would you like a beer?"
"That would be a good idea."
There was a mini refrigerator by the desk, and she had to bend over to get the drinks. One minute I was forced to look at her cleavage, and the next thing I knew there was a beautiful butt staring me in the face. She wasn't explaining things to me: just she was trying to seduce me. Maybe it wasn't intentional, but it was damn well working.
She popped the tab and handed me the can, being careful not to bend over.
We each took a few swigs without saying anything.
"Well Ms Hawkins, I am glad that thing worked out for you, but I am not sure why I am here. I should be getting back to the boys, before they start to worry"
"It would be better if you called me Angela. Can I call you Danny?"
"Of course. Are we done here?"
"No damn it. Just sit there and be still until I finish. Detective Greene said you would understand."
I didn't answer. If I kept my mouth shut, she would get done faster.
"Tony was a bastard. He was a no good son-of-a-bitch and deserved to die. As odd as it may seem, I wanted to thank you."
It was trap. That damn detective was setting me up. Was the room bugged or was it her? She could very easily have a bug hidden in her bra. Damn it, I was looking at her cleavage again.
"Are you wearing a wire or some sort of recording device?"
"Of course not. Why would I do something like that?"
I finished my beer, though still not convinced. "Maybe I better go down and see what the boys are up to. I wouldn't want them to get into any trouble."
"Just sit!"
She seemed pretty definite about that.
"There was no love lost between Tony and me. About three years ago, my husband was killed in an accident. He had no life insurance and the guy who hit him had no insurance at all. I had no job skills and a daughter to bring up. Tony was my only relative so I asked him for help. He paid part of my husband's funeral expenses, and that was it. He wouldn't even return my calls."
"You are telling me that his dying was a good thing for you?"
"Yes, and apparently for you as well."
"Maybe we should both be thankful for what happened and let it go at that."
Angela smiled and finished her beer. "You don't want to talk about this anymore, do you?"
I nodded and started to get out of my chair.
"I need a favor from you. You are the only one that can help me."
"What could I possibly do for you?"
"I want you to come and work for me as the general manager."
"Your crazy. I don't know anything at all about the car business, especially fancy cars, like you have down there."
" I know that. I have people to take care of that stuff."
"What do you need me for?"
Angela seemed to be a little nervous. She was looking at her feet and then at the walls. Her eyes were darting around as she tried to put some words together.
"Did you see how my people looked at you when you came up to the office with me?"
"Yes. They weren't smiling."
"They all think that you killed Tony. Not only did you kill him, but you also made a laughing stock out of him when you did it. They were all afraid of Tony. It seems that they are now afraid of you. Their fear is similar to respect. Do you understand what I am trying to say?"
"They don't respect you?"
"No. They are going to rip me off right and left and there is not a damn thing I can do about it. I am not smart enough or hard enough to keep them in line."
"What good could I do?"
"For the most part, just be here. After a while, both of us will be able to learn the business well enough to be able to control what is going on. Until then, I need you to intimidate them."
"I am a nice guy, Angela. That is why Tony and my wife tried to take advantage of me."
She seemed a little more comfortable now. "That didn't work out too well for them, did it?"
For some strange reason I found that funny and actually laughed a little.
For the next thirty minutes, Angela and I talked terms. She had no trouble exceeding the pay and benefits that I was getting at the factory. If things didn't work out, I could always go back. I didn't really want to go back. I wanted things to work out.
Todd was not looking to good when we went back downstairs: too many hotdogs and too much soda. Terry, on the other hand, was having a great time. He seemed to be spending more time talking to Carla than looking at the cars. That was definitely a good sign. Todd threw up in the truck on the way home, and he skipped supper.
I started work that Monday. Things went exactly as Angela predicted that they would. I was amazed at how fast I was able to familiarize myself with the operation. I got close to a few of the employees and soon had eyes and ears on the floor. The blue shirt, who gave me the big smile on the first day, was Glenn's cousin, who was my strongest supporter. Most of the employees wanted the business to flourish and were more than willing to rat out the bad apples. Angela let me handle the firings and I discovered that I enjoyed it. I was truly living up to my reputation.
Detective Greene stopped in for coffee several times, but the conversation was usually light and friendly. I finally got him to open up a little.
"Three years ago, I was a cop down in Philly. One day I came home and found my wife in bed with my supervisor. I beat the crap out of him, right on the spot and threw my wife out. The police department gave me the choice of quitting or getting fired. A week later I had a job here. Before I left, I made sure that the son-of-a-bitch that was porking my wife, got let go also."
I didn't push him for any more information. It was his business. At least I understood why he seemed to be leaning on my side.
The boys agreed not to mention my new job to their mother on visiting days. They made a few remarks about the long drive, but seemed to understand that there was no way out of it. I felt it was important for Marcie to see her sons, not for her benefit, but to allow me to rub salt in the wounds. I know, I know: it is a rotten way to use your kids, but I got some mean pleasure out of it.
Angela and I were spending more time together, at work and after work. One weekend, the boys insisted that I take her and Carla to Knoebel's Grove. Most of the time, we just stayed closer to home.
The living arrangements seemed to complicate any chance at romance. I was definitely interested in a closer relationship with Angela, but it wasn't convenient. I was still living at my parent's house, with the boys, and Angela and Carla had a small studio apartment. Since the business was doing far better than expected, Angela started talking about finding a house to buy. She spent a lot of time on the computer searching for the perfect one. I got my first wake up call, when she explained why she wanted a four-bedroom place.
"Danny, I think it is important that the boys each have their own room. It is better to take care of things like that now, than have to do it over later. Don't you agree?"
Of course, I immediately realized that the question was a set-up. I also figured out that Angela felt that I was more than just an employee. The potential for romance was looking better.
"Yeah, I think that is a great idea. I also think a split bedroom plan would be a good thing to consider. I don't like the idea of them being too close to the master bedroom." I walked out of the office right after saying that, and noticed a small smile on her face. It was a strange relationship. We had never had sex or even got close to it. We had never even kissed, but I felt closer to her than I did to Marcie in twelve years.



Two days later, when my divorce from Marcie was final, we all went to the Red Lobster to celebrate. The kids didn't know the reason for the party, but Angela did. Later, back at the apartment, the kids were watching a PayForView movie when Angela cornered me in the kitchen, and stood on her tiptoes to kiss me. We were hugging and giggling a little, when Carla came into the room.
"Whoops! Sorry, mom." As she turned to leave, she added: "It's about time."
When we returned to the living room, Carla was whispering into Terry's ear and they were both smiling. Angela and I were on our best behavior the rest of the evening, but I was looking forward to whatever was coming next.
The next day, while the kids were in school, Angela and I took a long lunch, and went back to the apartment. Both of us had a lot of pent up energy to burn. We didn't get back to work until just before quitting time. There were a lot of long lunches after that, and Angela started to get serious about finding a house.
Detective Greene would come by to see us on a regular basis, most of the time it was just to chat, but occasionally he would ogle the cars. He fell in love with a Studebaker Hawk that was formerly owned by Roger Ebert, the movie critic. Angela gave him a good price.
"Danny, I need you to take me to see Marcie."
It was an unexpected request. The boys and I were making less trips than we used to, but Marcie never seemed to complain. "Any particular reason?"
"Closure. I need closure."
I never understood what that meant. I knew all the words that described it, but the concept seemed to elude me.
"Do you want me to go with you?"
"Just drive me up there. You don't have to be with me when I talk to her."
It was a warm, sunny, fall day when we arrive at Muncy. The inmate visits were being held outside, so I parked by the fence. Ten minutes later, Marcie and Angela walked out into the exercise yard and sat at one of the tables. They were both chatting and smiling, as if they were long lost friends. Things got interesting after five minutes. The smile was gone from Marcie's face. She was now leaning across the picnic table and scowling at her visitor. Angela on the other hand, still seemed happy. Marcie suddenly lunged across the table and tried to grab her. The disruption was quickly squelched by several of the guards, as they led my ex-wife back into the building, kicking and screaming. Angela turned, looked at me, smiled, and shrugged her shoulders, before leaving the visitors area. She was still grinning when she got back to the car.
"What the hell was that all about?"
"Your ex-wife sure is a touchy bitch." Angela seemed to be giggling to herself.
We drove for several miles and then she turned slightly, straining against the seat belt. "I introduced myself and she seemed happy to see me. Everything was fine as long as she thought I was on her side. I admit that I sort of misled her a little at first."
"What do you mean?"
"I told her that I came from Baltimore to get revenge. That seemed to make her happy, because she thought I meant against you. Of course all I really meant was that I was going to get even with Tony, by taking over his business. I guess you can still get revenge against a dead person, right?"
"Okay, but what got her so upset?"
"She wanted specifics, such as when, where, and how. Of course I knew she was referring to you."
Now, I was getting interested.
"I told her that it was going to take a long, long, time, and asked her if she wanted me to keep her informed of the progress. She eagerly agreed and insisted on knowing exactly how I was planning to do it. When I told her how I was going to do it, she blew her stack. She lost it. She went bonkers. It was great."
"Okay. Okay. How the hell are you going to kill me? Now, I want to know."
Her smile got bigger. "I told her that I was going to fuck you to death."
"That was it?"
"Yep. Funny isn't it. I thought that she might get pissed, but I never expected her to go over the top."
Things were quiet for a few moments. We both sat there smiling. I was so proud of her. "When are you planning on starting this assault?"
"As soon as we get to the next motel, silly."
Two months later, Angela and I were married. It was a small ceremony in the back yard of our new home. Angela sent Marcie a wedding invitation with a small note inside.
"Everything is going as planned. He should be dead in forty or fifty years.
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The roar of a lawn mower and edger, both running at the same time, rudely disturbed my Saturday morning sleep-in. A moan from the other side of the bed indicated that I was not the only one being annoyed. Darla sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She sort of stretched and yawned at the same time. "Sorry, Brian. I totally forgot. The boys wanted to get an early start on the yard work so that everything would be ready for this afternoon." As she walked to the bathroom, she tossed her dirty blonde hair to work out the knots and rats from sleeping on it. Her ass wiggled provocatively through the thin cotton nightgown. After twenty years, she still looked good.
Today was my birthday. It was tradition to have a Bar-B-Q and invite the whole world. Well it wasn't that bad: just family, friends, and neighbors. For a birthday party, it was a little overdone. We had to borrow a few grills and smokers to handle everything. Even thought it was my day, I always felt obligated to do most of the cooking. I wasn't that good at it, but it turned out to be as expected. The best thing about it was that the cook always had a cold beer in his left hand. I had to keep the right hand free to work the meat.
"Would you like your birthday present now, or do you want to wait until tonight? The shower is warm and ready." Darla was grinning as she looked around the bathroom doorway. The nightgown was gone, and she was playing at being coy.
"I'll see you tonight little lady, Right now, I am going to go down and help the boys. I'll shower later."
Todd was eighteen and would be leaving for Texas A &M in two months. Terry was a year younger, and already had a scholarship locked in at Auburn. They were good sons and I gave Darla all the credit for raising them right. About the only things I directly gave them were a comfortable house and a good work ethic. I always regretted not being a better, more involved father.
We worked the yard and the patio area over pretty well for a couple of hours, and then fired up some of the grills. I wanted to get the ribs started on the smokers first. Hamburgers, hotdogs, and steaks could be done as needed, but the ribs had to be pampered. Todd got the smokers started up while Terry smeared the dry rub all over the meat. Hell, the way things were going, I could probably sit back, and let them take care of everything this year.
Darla arrived just as we finished all our prep work. Her two sisters were coming over to help her with all the extras. There would be over fifty people to feed today. It is funny how friends show up when there is free food.
I was forty years old, but still felt like twenty, and next month, Darla and I would celebrate our twentieth wedding anniversary. It was a good marriage. The sex wasn't as hot as it had been during the earlier years, but it was still great. It seemed to drop off about a year ago, shortly after Darla started work. The fear of an empty nest pushed her out of the house. I was happy, if she was happy. We didn't need the money, but she needed the social interactions.
The boys and I hit the showers. I had a new shirt just for the occasion that my mother had dropped off earlier in the week. It wasn't exactly my style, but I was obligated to wear it. I looked like a Hawaiian pimp. Darla wisely insisted that I wear an apron. Of course I had a nice one that said "Don't Kiss The Cook."
It wasn't long until our guests started dribbling in. Some brought dishes of food, some brought presents, and some brought liquid refreshments. The weather was perfect and it was going to be a beautiful day.
Darla looked great and as usual was the perfect hostess. Next year she would be forty, but could pass for thirty with no problem. She kept her figure and her looks. I was looking forward to a few exotic weekends and vacations after the boys left. I watched as she flitted around the tables, making sure that everything was perfect. The ideal wife and the ideal mother: what more could a man want?
At last, the anxious mob started to feed. Plates of food suddenly appeared and disappeared all around the yard. Most of the guests brought their own lawn furniture, which made things easier. The beer was in one washtub and the sodas in another. I knew that the cake was safe in the kitchen, waiting for its time of glory.
I don't know where he came from and I definitely didn't recognize him. He was tall and wore a dark blue jacket. He stopped at the fringe of the party area and leaned over and said something to one of the neighbors. She pointed towards Darla. He thanked her and walked our way. Darla noticed his approach and seemed a little uncomfortable. I said nothing as he walked past me.
"Darla Connors?"
My wife nodded and said, "Yes."
He handed her an envelope that he removed from inside his jacket. "Darla Connors, you are served."
That was it. He turned and walked away, as quietly as he arrived.
Of course, by this time, everyone at the party was watching. Darla stood there without moving. There was no emotion on her face. She glanced at me and slowly turned and went back into the house. I watched and said nothing. The normal chattering of the guests had turned into hushed mumblings and whispers. In a desperate effort to break the spell of the moment, I shouted out. "Does anybody want more ribs? Come and get them."
Todd and Terry wandered over to my side. "What the hell is going on, Dad?" Terry was trying to be discreet. All I could do was shrug my shoulders. Todd started to go into the house and I touched his arm. He stopped when I shook my head to indicate "no."
"Why don't you guys check to see if we need any more beer or drinks?"
As the conversation around the yard started to return to normal, I relaxed a little. After ten minutes, I decided that it was time to confront my wife. I didn't get the chance.
"Dad. Mom is leaving with the Mustang." Terry pointed toward the front of the house. My black Mustang convertible was racing down the street, faster than it should have been. The backyard got quiet again as everyone watched her speed away.
Darla normally drove the minivan, but it was parked in. The Mustang was handy. There were a lot of unanswered questions, but I guess that they would have to wait until my wife got home.
Things went downhill after that. Darla's sister, Peggy, brought the cake out and I made a half assed attempt to look happy. Without Darla there seemed to be a cloud over everything. The friends and neighbors left first. The families stayed a little longer, but eventually there was nothing else left to put away or wash. Amazingly, Darla's sudden departure was not a topic of conversation. There was a definite effort on everyone's part to avoid any mention of it. I was alone with my two sons and the house was quiet. They both looked at me for some kind of a sign, or explanation. I had none to offer. I sat on the sofa alone as they went to bed. I was still there in the morning.
Todd and Terry were up early and started the day by returning the grills and other paraphernalia to the neighbors. The smell of fresh coffee got me off the couch. Darla had not returned. Whatever was in that envelope must have been pretty important. I tried her cell phone several times, but it was turned off. Of course I was awake half the night trying to figure out what was going on.
The boys finished returning everything and took off. They had no trouble figuring out that I wanted to be alone. A long hot shower helped, but not much. There wasn't much of anything that I could do on a Sunday. Tomorrow, I could see if the police could help in any way. I didn't know any cops or detectives, but I had a few friends in the courthouse. Hopefully they might be able to help.
We had one credit card and one debit card. The debit card was used for the day-to-day stuff and the credit card was used for larger purchases. We paid both of them off monthly. If Darla were in trouble, she would need to use them. It took a couple of days for the credit card purchases to show up on the bank account, but the debit charges were usually posted in a couple of hours. I checked the credit card activity first and found nothing. The debit card was another story.
About two hours after Darla left the house, she bought gas at the Pennsylvania and Ohio state line. Two hours later, she got some in Illinois, and the last transaction was an ATM in Cedar Rapids, where she withdrew three hundred dollars.
I was on my third cup of coffee when I realized that she was not coming back. She was not just killing time: she was running away. I loved my wife and I didn't want to do anything to hurt her, but I also didn't want to encourage her in whatever she was doing. Even though it was a Sunday, I was able to cancel both cards in ten minutes.
About an hour later, I called the police department and reported my Mustang stolen. I didn't tell them my wife took it. I explained that there was a gas card in the car and that it had been used in three states headed west. I felt bad about lying to the police, but I thought it was the only way that I could get any attention. It was weak, but they seemed more interested in getting rid of me, than in questioning me about the circumstances.
I did a quick inventory of the house and the only things that seemed to be missing were her purse and a small overnight bag. I had no idea what she packed in it. For several hours, I debated with myself about what to do with her cell phone. Since I cancelled the cards, I was hoping it would force her to call home and explain things.
I never got around to eating lunch. Before I knew it, it was suppertime and my sons showed up with a couple of pizzas. There was a ton of food left from the day before, but I have to admit the hot slices tasted good. We finally got around to talking about what had happened. I briefed them on what I knew and they offered support. I slept in my bed that night. Darla never called.
Todd and Terry were working over the summer for a local tree trimming company. It was hard work, but they seemed up to it and enjoyed the macho image that came along with the job. I waved to them from the porch as the Jeep moved down the street. After finishing my coffee, I wandered back into the empty house, still trying to figure out what when wrong.
I called work and took a weeks vacation. I was getting a little sick of the job, but it paid well. I delivered gravel for one of the local rock quarries. It was hot and dirty, but didn't require a whole lot of decision making. I just picked up the loads, dropped them off, and collected my paycheck.
Right after Darla started work at Prescott Casualty Company, we attended several company functions. They had parties and picnics where I met some of the folks she worked with. I just realized that during the last six months or so, we were no longer attending any gatherings. In fact, she never even mentioned them. They were important to her when she started with the company, and then all of a sudden, they were not. I am not very good at remembering people that I meet, but I did recall Bob and Margie Gilson. Bob was a carpenter and Margie worked in the same office as Darla.
A phone call to Prescott Casualty seemed to be in order.
"Margie, this is Brian Connor. Do you have a minute to talk?"
"Hi Brian. I am pretty busy right now. I hope it isn't anything important."
"Darla didn't show up for work today, did she?"
"No. We didn't really expect her to."
"Oh really. Why is that?"
There was a long pause at the other end of the line. It was obvious that Margie was not comfortable talking to me.
"Brian, I don't think I want to discuss any of this with you. I think you should talk to your wife."
"I would be glad to, except I have no idea where she is."
There was another long pause. "Brian. I'm sorry, but I have a lot of work to do. I have to go." Before I had a chance to say anything else, she hung up.
All of a sudden I got the feeling that something was going on Prescott Casualty that Darla did not want me to know about. That explains why we were no longer attending any company functions. She was afraid that somebody would accidentally say or do something that might give her away, or lead me to believe she was up to no good.
I grabbed a cold beer and went out on the porch to think. There were a few things that I noticed the past few months, but I didn't give much thought to them. Darla started to work overtime a few nights a week. Not enough to wave red flags, but it had become a regular thing. She stopped talking about work when she was at home, and then there was our avoidance of socializing with anybody from the company. On the other hand, she had not changed her appearance or dress. She hadn't bought any new clothing or fancy underwear. There were no suspicious phone calls or e-mails that I could recall. I trusted my wife, so there was no reason to think twice about any of the things she was doing. She didn't turn into a bitch at home and she didn't cut me off romantically. It was time to make a few more phone calls.
Donald Curry was an old high school friend who worked at the courthouse. I didn't know what he did, but I knew he was involved with computers. I explained the problem to him and planned on meeting him at the Glass Door when he got off work. Before leaving the house, I called Ronwell Home Builders and found out that Bob Gilson was working on an apartment complex near by. I planned on seeing him right after lunch. I usually finished the Taco Bell burrito, but today I only got through half of it. I was anxious to talk to Bob.
The crew was still on lunch break when I arrived. Bob smiled and came over to the car. He seemed a lot friendlier than Margie had been.
"Brian. Good to see you. I assume you want to talk about Darla."
"Bob, I talked to Margie this morning, and she refused to tell me what was going on. You have to let me know, man-to-man, with no bullshit." I liked Bob because he was blue collar like myself, but if he tried to jerk me around, I knew I would get pissed.
"Brian, I usually tune Margie out when she starts in with the work gossip, but this much I do know. Darla has been messing around with a married guy at the office, for almost six months now. They tried to keep it quiet, but it became common knowledge in no time. Margie stopped talking to Darla when she found out about it, and so did a lot of the other girls. We missed you at the company affairs, but we figured that Darla was keeping you away on purpose. That is about it. I am sorry I can't do more for you."
"Do you know who the guy is?"
"No. I don't pay attention like I should. I can find out for you."
"Don't worry about it, Bob. I'll sort it out."
That pretty much summed things up for me. There was no misunderstanding. It was just a stupid husband who had no idea what was going on in his own house. Ten minutes later, I cancelled her cell phone service. Now, she couldn't call home.
I was on my way back to the house when I got a cell phone call. The police in Cedar Rapids found the Mustang parked in the bus station depot parking lot. It had been towed to an impound lot and I could pick it up any time after paying a three hundred dollar fee. I stopped by the police station and they gave me a hardcopy of the report. The only conclusion I could draw was that Darla had abandoned the car and switched over to the bus. There was no way that I could find out where she went, but I assumed it was Westerly. I didn't even know that she knew anyone in that area.
I stopped by the bank and closed all the joint accounts and opened new ones in my name only. I changed the beneficiary on my insurance policies to the boys. I got to the Glass Door early and I had too many drinks before Donald arrived.
"Brian, there was a divorce hearing today and Darla was called to testify. Of course, she didn't show up. Marsha Ridgeway was divorcing her husband Kelsey using adultery as the grounds. Mrs. Ridgeway wanted Darla to testify that she was the woman that her husband committed the adultery with."
"So the divorce did not go through without Darla's testimony?"
"No. It all went just as planned. It seems that Mrs. Ridgeway had photos, videos, and taped phone calls that all supported her claim. She didn't really need Darla's confession. I think that she had her called just to embarrass her."
"Sounds like it worked. What is Darla's status now?"
"The best I can tell is that nobody cares anymore. There is nothing new that she can contribute and it doesn't matter anyhow. Kelsey Ridgeway, more or less, admitted to everything after his wife's lawyer presented all the evidence. The judge granted the divorce on the spot. It becomes final in six months. He is getting reamed on child support and alimony."
"He had kids?"
"Three: all under ten years old. He will be paying for that mistake for a long time."
Donald and I talked for a while, until he begged off to get home to his family. I thanked him for the help and asked the barkeep for some coffee. I was going to get one of the red pickled eggs out of the jar on the bar and then I remembered the party leftovers.
I had a little more to drink than I should have, but still managed to make it home without killing myself or anyone else. It was a stupid thing to do under the circumstances. I wrapped six ribs in tin foil and popped them into the oven, while I took a shower. By the time I got back to the kitchen, all that was left was a pile of bones. Todd and Terry got home and headed straight for the pork. They pulled my leg a little and then took a second batch out of the stove.
Todd was all excited about the Mustang situation. After a twenty-minute discussion, I finally agreed to let both of the boys take a bus to Cedar Rapids and drive the car home. I gave them six hundred dollars to cover expenses. Terry drafted up a note, on the computer giving them permission to pick up the car and to drive it home. He seemed to know what he was doing, so I kept my mouth shut, and signed it.
The nest morning we all had breakfast at IHOP and I dropped them off at the bus station. I giggled a little as they boarded. They had no idea what two days on a Greyhound would feel like. It was a great life lesson. I called the Cedar Rapids police department so that they would be expecting them. They promised that there would be no problems.
There was one more thing that I had to take care of.
It didn't take long to find out where Kelsey Ridgeway's office was. Margie immediately reached for her phone when she saw me. It was too late. I didn't bother to introduce myself: I just started beating him about the head and shoulders. He made a few weak attempts at defending himself, but ended up behind his desk on the floor. I kicked him in the gonads a few times before the security guards pulled me back. He was a bloody mess and I felt a lot better. Things moved fast after that. Before I knew what happened, I was at the police station, in front of a judge and on my way to the county jail. There was no trial, just the judge and me. I got sixty days and didn't give a damn. First chance that I got, I called the boys to bring them up to date. I could swear that I heard Terry laughing over the phone. The house would be okay to sit empty for a few days.
Well, things weren't quite like they appear on television. I mean it wasn't a walk in the park, but I didn't feel like my life was on the line or that I was going to be gang raped at a moments notice. Mostly, it was a bunch of nasty farts that couldn't play nice with others, and a bunch of stupid kids. The kids and the farts didn't mingle much. A private room was out of the question. I ended up sharing a cell with a three hundred pound gorilla, named Jocko, who beat his wife when he found her in bed with his brother. I didn't know what happened to the brother. Jocko and I got along fine. I took the top bunk of course. The dining hall food was heavier on carbs than I liked, and Jocko was more than willing to help me out with what I didn't want. Other than the fact that he farted more than any other man in the state, he was an ideal roommate.



Three days later Terry and Todd paid me a visit. The car recovery trip went perfectly, but they were not looking forward to any bus trips in the near future. They didn't have any information about Kelsey or about their mother. They brought me two cartons of cigarettes, even though I don't smoke. Todd said he thought they would be valuable for trading. He saw too many movies. Jocko however was overjoyed when I gave them to him. He said he needed to smoke to keep his weight down.
I had no trouble leaving the boys in the house alone, and apparently neither did anyone else. Todd left for school the week before I got out of jail. He took the minivan and left the jeep for Terry. Terry and I celebrated my homecoming by going to a Red Lobster. He was excited about starting his last year of high school. Unfortunately, he was going to have to struggle through it without me. I had other plans.
Margie couldn't believe her eyes went I walked past her desk the next morning. I winked at her and went straight into Kelsey's office again. Three hours later I was back on the bus to the county jail: six months this time. Terry thought it was funny and immediately called his brother at College Station. Jocko welcomed me back with open arms. Phew.
I did a better job on Kelsey this time. I actually think I broke something. Of course, I never got any type of feedback, so I can't know for sure. I got fired from my job: big surprise. There was enough money stashed away to make the house payments and cover living expenses. Terry took care of everything with no problem.
In addition to Terry, all the other members of my family stopped by to see me on a regular basis. Terry made sure that I always had cigarettes for Jocko. Darla's sisters both came to visit, and offered sympathy. Neither them, nor anyone else in the family, had heard from Darla. We actually had a family Thanksgiving and Christmas celebration at the jail. I still had a month to go when I lost Jocko. I didn't really lose him, as he just got released before I did. His wife and brother had left for Florida and he didn't have any idea what he was going to do. Terry thought it was cool to have Jocko for a houseguest until he could get settled. He offered to get him a job with the tree trimming company, but Jocko decided he was going to move south, where it was warmer. I was thinking Florida.
The night before Jocko left, Kelsey Ridgeway was found in a downtown alley, beat to a pulp. He told the police he was attacked by an ape. I thought it was funny, because I had an iron tight alibi.
After my release, I decided that I had enough flesh from Kelsey. In fact, he was no longer working in the area and I didn't feel like looking for him. I took a course to learn how to drive big rigs. It wasn't much harder than the dump trucks that I was used to. I had to kill a few months until Terry started at Auburn, so I spent the time fixing up the house. I wanted to sell it, but it was in both of our names, and I didn't want the hassle.
No one had heard a word from Darla since she left.
Terry took the Mustang with him to Alabama, because it was a chick magnet. Never did much for me, but I wasn't young and good looking like he was. I found a couple that was willing to buy the house with 'a cloud over it.' I wasn't sure what that meant, but they got a good deal on the price. Their lawyer assured them that Darla's signature was not necessary and I wasn't about to argue with them. I just wanted out of it, free and clear. I used the down payment to buy a rig with a sleeper. Before I knew it, I was on the road and free.
I never bothered to apply for a divorce from Darla, because I never saw the need. I wasn't interested in getting married again. You don't meet a lot of interesting women in jail and Jocko turned me off to the alternative. It appeared that Darla wasn't interested in divorcing me either, because I didn't get a surprise in the mail.
I didn't have any trouble getting work. I wasn't desperate for money, so I was able to be a little picky about my loads. I never carried anything frozen, alive, toxic, or explosive. I also avoided any trip north of the Mason Dixon line in the winter. It didn't take long to learn the tricks of the trade, and I was actually enjoying my new life.
Things got interesting while I was delivering a load of farm equipment in South Dakota. It was June, so the weather was no problem. I dropped off the load and was moving south, about five miles off of I 90,when I stopped at the Belly-Up diner. It was a hole in the wall, but the parking lot was full of big rigs and cars. The attraction turned out to be breakfast, all day long and over the top in size and taste. Most of the customers were locals, but it looked like a few long haul drivers had gone out of their way to stop there. I just told the waitress to bring the house favorite and coffee.
Three big screen TVs were showing three different programs that nobody was really watching. The one closest to me seemed to be running mostly political ads, and one of them caught my eye.
John Hemmingway was running for the U.S. House of Representatives. He was good looking and seemed to have a silver tongue. Standing aside of him, dressed like Jackie Kennedy, with a big smile on her face, was his new wife, Darla: my Darla. My reverie was disturbed when the biggest plate of hash I ever saw was plopped down before me.
"There you go, big boy. Do you need anything else?"
"Tabasco."
The hot sauce was hidden behind the peppershaker. My server, Betsy, giggled a little as she moved it from its secret place to my plate.
"Are you good now?"
"Almost. Who is that woman standing beside that slick talker?"
She gave a little snort. "That's Hemmingway's new arm candy. He needed a wife so he could run for office. There was a rumor going around that he was not straight, if you know what I mean."
I started dumping the Tabasco on the pile of hash. "She looks a little old to be arm candy."
"I guess you can't be too choosy when you are in a hurry. She is pretty, however, and I think older women make better lovers, don't you agree?"
She did look good. Her blonde hair was now auburn and looked liked it had been styled at a fancy salon. Her make-up was perfect and the dress fit her like a glove. It wasn't exactly a dress, more like a tailored suit.
I took my eyes away from the television and noticed that my waitress had gone back to work. The hash was great and it was easy to see why the parking lot was full. My coffee cup got filled twice, before I cleaned my plate. The pie looked good, but I didn't have any room left.
Betsy took my empty plate and slid the check in front of me.
"Is he going to win the election?"
"Not if we can help it. He has big money behind him from important people in Sioux Falls. None of the locals want anything to do with him, but we don't have the votes or the money to stop him."
I was snickering as I pulled out my money clip.
"You know something, don't you?"
"Are you sure they got married?"
"Yep. They actually did it on TV, like it was a reality show or something. No honeymoon though. They said they were waiting until after he was in office."
I was still smiling when I dropped the ten on the counter.
"Mister, you better tell me something before you walk out that door."
"I am not looking for trouble and I am not sticking my nose where it doesn't belong. I would like a favor however?"
"What's that?"
"Can I catch a couple hours of sleep out front before I hit the Interstate."
"No problem, but watch out for those coke whores. They sneak up here every now and then. They are dirty, nasty bitches."
I nodded my appreciation and I was still smiling as I walked out the door. Betsy was watching from the window as I climbed into the rig.
I was just starting to enjoy some well-deserved sleep when the banging started on the door. I ignored it for a few moments, but it didn't stop.
"Go away. They said it was Okay for me to park for a couple hours." Whoever it was did not leave, so I was forced to open the door.
"Betsy said I had to talk to you. Do you have a few minutes?" It was dark and it was raining. All I could see was a hard looking woman in a poncho."
"I didn't break any laws. Leave me alone."
"Just give me ten minutes." She looked and sounded determined.
"Sorry lady. I am not interested. Go get one of the other guys."
"I am not a hooker, damn it! I need to talk to you about Hemmingway."
"I'll meet you inside in ten minutes." That seemed to placate her. She had half a smile on her face as she closed the door.
Maybe it would have been better to just let her get into the rig, even though she was soaked. I checked my watch as I pulled out the rain gear. I only got three hours of sleep.
The restaurant still had a decent crowd. There was an area by the door that held all the rainwear. In a couple of months, that would all be snow gear and boots. She was sitting in a booth, by the front window, with two cups of coffee. Her hair was straight, and shiny black, with a small white streak on one side. Judging by her complexion, she was an outdoor type of girl: well tanned and not soft. Actually, she was nowhere near to being a girl; she was at least thirty-five, maybe pushing forty. The whole image was rounded out with high cheekbones and no makeup.
I held out my hand as I sat down. "Brian. Brian Connors."
"Sally Wilmot. Do you want anything to eat?"
"No thanks, I just had the hash special: three hours ago. I don't think I will be eating for a while."
She responded with a polite smile. "Betsy said that you might know something about Darla Hemmingway. I wanted to talk to you, before you took off."
"What the hell is so important about Darla Hemmingway?"
"My brother, Franklin is running against him in the election."
"Oh, I see. This is a personal thing."
"Not really. Franklin represents the people in the area: the farmers, ranchers and Native Americans. Hemmingway is looking out for the Sioux Falls businessmen. We are not anti-business, but we don't feel that a lot of people will get a fair shake if Hemmingway gets elected."
"Okay, but I still don't see what his wife has to do with any of this."
"We don't either. All we know is that something is not right. Our election committee tried to do a background check on her and ended up with nothing. His campaign people are not releasing any information about her. This might all be nothing, but we are getting desperate and Betsy said she thought that you might know something."
"I guess I better not become a professional poker player, if a waitress can read me that easily."
She leaned back in her chair. "Ah hah. She was right. You do know something. Are you going to tell me, or am I going to have to beat it out of you?"
I finished my coffee and grinned. I found her choice of words amusing. In fact it was downright funny. I waved my empty cup at Betsy and leaned forward. " I think I like the second option best."
I have no idea what possessed me to say that. It was not in my nature to be a wiseass or use innuendoes. I guess it was because I liked her demeanor. She was confident and straightforward. I got the feeling that she always knew what she wanted and knew how to get it. Betsy finished the refills and Sally Wilmot was staring at me.
"I am sorry. That was rude and impolite of me to say that. I'll answer any questions that you may have."
Sally covered her mouth and let out a little laugh. "It's Okay Mister Connors. I am not that damn sensitive and I thought your answer was cute. I never should have asked the question the way I did."
"Oh good. That means the second option is still open."
"No damn it. How do you know Darla Hemmingway?"
"She is my wife. We have been married over twenty years and never divorced. I haven't seen her for a few years, but unless she got a divorce somewhere that I don't know about, we are still married."
Sally seemed to be at a loss for words. She didn't say anything at all. She just sat there staring at me.
"What did she use as a maiden name when she got married?"
She stammered a few seconds before speaking. "Oh my gosh. Her maiden name was Connors. The bitch didn't even try to cover it up. Whoopee!"
Of course Betsy came running over and all the heads in the place were turned towards us. I was a little embarrassed at the attention, but Sally seemed elated.
Sally jumped up and kissed Betsy right on the lips. She walked over the foyer area and took out her cell phone. Betsy was blushing a little and leaned over toward me. "What the hell did you tell her? I haven't seen her this excited in five years."
The smart ass that was hidden inside me for many years was starting to emerge. I looked up at Betsy and said, "I told her that you are I were going to get married." She immediately realized that it was a joke and I was rewarded with a punch on the arm. "Are you going to tell me?"
"No, I'll let Sally tell you. I am going to go back to my rig and see if I can get back to work. It's been nice meeting you Betsy."
The rain had stopped, but I never made it to the rig. Sally had me by the arm before I was half way.
"You can't leave yet. You have to talk to Franklin. It won't take long, just a few minutes."
"I'd really like to drop this whole thing. I am sorry now that I said anything to Betsy. How long will it take for him to get here?"
"He is going to met us at my place. Do you want to ride with me or follow in your truck?"
"I'll follow you." I felt better not having to depend on somebody else for transportation.
The Jeep wagon that Sally was driving was at least ten years old, and probably older. After a couple miles of macadam, we ended up on a worn out gravel road leading to an equally worn out doublewide trailer. Somebody was there, because the place was well lit up. There was no lawn, just more gravel, and not much of that. I tried to stay out of the mud, but it was difficult. There were no other cars around, so I assumed that Franklin was still on the way.
Just inside the trailer door was an area for wet coats and boots. It looked like a good idea, especially because there were plenty of coats and boots there already. It was an interesting layout, mainly because it looked more like a classroom than a living room. Instead of end tables there were desks. Instead of table lamps there were computers, and staring right at me were three teenage boys.
"Hi guys. This is Brian. He is here to help Uncle Franklin." Sally walked right over to the kitchen and started making coffee. I gave my audience a small nod, instead of saying hello. I felt a little awkward under the circumstances. I looked around the room, but saw nothing to indicate the presence of a 'Mister Wilmot." Having two sons, it was easy for me to see that the boys were close in age: I was guessing sixteen, seventeen, and eighteen. There was no TV or music playing. All three of them seemed to be either on a computer or reading a book. The odd thing was that they did not look bookish or nerdy, but like normal, robust, and active kids.
"Brian. These are my sons. The older is Tracey, next is Tyler, and the youngest is Tanner." They each smiled and nodded to me in turn. I could not resist grinning, to the point where my amusement was obvious.
"I know. It is a little odd that we gave them names that all started with the letter 'T.'
"No. No. That's not why I am amused. It is just that I have two sons named Todd and Terry. I thought that that was a hell of a coincidence."
Tyler was the first of the boys to speak. "Where are your sons?"
The question got him a stern look from his mother, which he seemed to ignore.
"Todd is at Texas A&M and Terry is at Auburn." That simple statement lit up the whole room. All of a sudden Tracey came alive, as if the energizer bunny zapped him.
"I am leaving for College Station in August. How long has he been there? What is he studying?" Sally finally touched his shoulder. "Slow down, boy, slow down. I am sure that Mister Connors has time to answer all your questions."
As it turned out Tracey had a full football scholarship, and was already signed up for ROTC. Tyler had been accepted at the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis and was leaving in a year. Sally's husband had been in the National Guard and was killed in the gulf, five years ago. She didn't offer any more details than that, and I didn't push for any. Tanner, the youngest of the boys hadn't decided what he wanted to do yet, but his mother was still making sure that he hit the books on a regular basis.
I had no idea what was holding Franklin up, but for the next hour I was busy talking to Sally's sons about anything and everything. Sally just stayed to the side and watched as I connected with them, just as I had connected to my own. Being with Sally's kids made me realize how much I missed my boys.
Franklin Honeycutt finally arrived with two associates. After the introductions, Sally put the boys back to work while the adults gathered around the kitchen table. There seemed to be some doubt about my claim to be Darla's husband and it was not important enough to me to get into an argument about it. As I got up to leave, I thanked Darla for the coffee and told the boys that it was nice to meet them. Sally would have no part of it.
"Damn it Brian, sit down." The rest of the faces around the table sat silently.
Sally took over the conversation as if she was the one running for office. "Brian, do you have a marriage license or something to prove that you are married to Darla Hemmingway?"
It only took a few seconds to pull a wedding picture from my wallet. She was older now and her hair was different, but you could still tell that it was Darla. I looked over at one of Franklin's flunkies that had a laptop in front of him. " Go to the Berks County, Pennsylvania office of records. You should be able to log on to marriage licenses from 1960 to 1990. Just do a search for my name: Brian William Connors."
Sally brought me a fresh cup of coffee and a small smile. She seemed glad that I didn't quit.
Flunky number one turned the laptop screen toward Franklin. "August 17th, 1979, is that right?" Franklin seemed a little happier now.
I nodded and sipped my fresh brew. "Good luck finding any kind of divorce record. As far as I know, or anyone else knows, I am still married. Feel free to investigate any of this as much as you would like. It makes no difference to me."
The conversation began to get a little redundant and a little boring. This time, no one stopped me as I got up.
"Do you mind if I catch a few Z's in your drive way, before I leave?"
"No. Not at all." Sally walked me to the door. I looked back to bid fair well to Franklin and his cronies, but they were deeply engrossed in whatever it is that politicians do. The boys each gave me a small wave or nod as I left.
An hour later, I heard Franklin and his group leave. I figured that I was all set for the night, finally, when I heard the rapping on the door again. Sally jumped into the cab with a flannel nightgown on. She put her finger up to her mouth, indicating that she didn't want me to speak. We were far enough away from the house that the boys couldn't hear anything, but I think she just didn't want any conversation. She spent at least an hour with me in the sleeper. It was passionate and loving, but a little uncomfortable. Rig berthing arrangements are great for sleeping, but that is about it. I did the best that I could under the circumstances. She left as quietly as she came. No words were spoken.
The sun was up when the door started making noises again. It was Tanner, telling me to come into the house for breakfast. Luckily, boys and men like the same kind of food, and Sally knew how to make it. I spent another hour chatting with the guys, and felt fairly comfortable: comfortable enough to ask Sally for permission to take a warm shower before leaving. An hour later I was finally on the road, but not for long.



It was a local sheriff that pulled me over, before I reached the Interstate. It seems that Mister Honeycutt needed to talk to me some more. I got to follow the police car back to the Belly-Up where Franklin was waiting for me. He was in the middle of breakfast and invited me to join him. Betsy brought me coffee and took the opportunity to give me a big wink. She must have been a closer friend with Sally than I thought. It seemed that Franklin's legal advisors wanted me to stick around. I used the trite old phrase 'time is money,' to discourage him, but he just laughed and kept on eating.
It would have been very easy to agree to everything and then just skip out, but I decided that I might want to stay a few more days, especially after last night. The party would pay for a motel room and meals but that was the best they could do.
It was a good opportunity for me to get my clothes washed, and catch up on my bill paying and banking. WI-FI is great. I got a couple of e-mails off to the boys and paid all the bills. I was just folding my second load out of the dryer when Sally walked in.
I don't think I ever saw a woman that looked better in jeans. She had three kids and still had a perfect body. Her blue Oxford shirt was not tucked in, but cinched with a silver concho belt. Her skin was shining, not from sweat, but from a natural glow. She was a damn good-looking woman.
"What the hell are you doing, Brian?"
I gave her an innocent shrug. "Folding laundry."
"You were supposed to be gone. Remember, you said you were leaving this morning."
"Things changed. Your brother asked me to stay a few more days."
"The only reason I came to see you last night was because I thought you would be gone today. I can't have you around here after..." She was fumbling for words. It seemed that she was not expecting some type of relationship, other than a one-night stand, and had no idea how to handle it. I was amused at her frustration and considered it an opening for some fun.
"After talking to Franklin this morning, I am seriously thinking about buying a house and staying here permanently. He made it sound pretty good."
"Now I know bull shit when I smell it. What is really going on?"
I sat Sally down on the bench beside the dryers. "Your brother insisted that I stay a few more days, just until they could get something set up to go after Hemmingway. I promise to stay away from you and the boys, until he gets everything done. I didn't mean to embarrass you or do anything that would make you feel uncomfortable."
"That's not the problem, Brian. The boys like you. They wanted to know when you could come over again. They were a little upset when I told them you were leaving. Tyler wanted me to talk to you about staying around a little longer."
"I am sorry. I was just trying to be friendly. They reminded me of my own and it was easy for me to talk to them. I didn't want to create any problems for you."
"Of course, I didn't make things any easier when I came out to your truck last night."
"You definitely made things hard." The innuendo got me a jab in the arm and a smile.
"Why did you come out to see me?"
Sally shrugged and looked a little embarrassed. "I am not sure. It's been five years since my husband died. Five years without any comfort or passion. It just seemed like the perfect opportunity, especially since you were supposed to be leaving today." She was starting to get a little feisty with me again. "Why didn't you leave, damn it?"
I picked up a pile of folded laundry, handed it to her, and then grabbed the rest before walking back to my motel room. She hesitated a moment at the door, until I held my finger up to my mouth, like she did the night before. Her coy smile was followed with a big grin, as she shut the door behind her.
It is a lot easier to make love to a woman in a proper bed. However, the part that I enjoyed the most was the shower: even running out of hot water did not stop us. Before she left, she made me promise to be at the house for supper, at six o'clock. How could I refuse? I was ready. Hell, I had two showers today already.
Supper at Sally's became a regular thing and Betsy became my greatest ally. Betsy and Sally had been friends since childhood. Betsy took great pleasure in telling me all about the things they did when they were younger and all the boys they jerked around. The discussions about Sally's husband were sad and not nearly as frivolous, but it gave me a good idea of who Sally was, and why I wanted to get to know her better. It was never my intention to remain in South Dakota, but the longer I was here; the more I wanted to stay.
By the end of the first week, the boys all had Texas A&M tee shirts and sweat shirts from Auburn. Sally kept one of the Auburn shirts for herself. It was a little big for Tanner anyhow.
I wasn't paying much attention to the political joisting. Franklin and his team seemed to be doing fine without me. Somehow or other, the press found out about Darla's shadowy past and started to play it up. Hemmingway's people tried unsuccessfully to make nothing of it. The more they denied it or ignored it, the worse it got. His numbers started to drop rapidly. I never got involved in any of it, until I got a surprise visit early one morning at the motel.
The woman at my door was tall, blonde and straight as a pole. I was still in my boxers, but invited her in anyhow. Her eyes avoided me as I pulled on the 501's, but I watched every movement she made. She wore a dark suit with a white shirt and low black heels: definitely a professional of some type. I wanted to take a leak and get a cup of coffee, but instead forced myself to sit at the small table that came as standard issue in every American motel room.
"My name is Mary Beth Steinmetz. I am an attorney from Levitz Brothers in Sioux Falls. I assume that you are Brian William Connors?"
She knew my middle name. This was not good.
"Excuse me for one moment." I got up and walked into the bathroom. Although I closed the door, I was sure that the noise I made when my water hit the toilet bowl was noticed. I was going to try and hold it a while, but I felt that this pompous bitch needed a little humiliation. Less than a minute later, I returned to the table.
"Was that necessary?"
"No, but I figured from your tone, that we were going to be here for a while."
"Sorry, but I was just trying to be professional."
"You missed. What the hell do you want?"
"Our company represents John Hemmingway. We recently learned that your marriage to Darla Connors was never properly terminated, and we were hoping to rectify that problem."
"How?"
"There are statutes available within the state to allow for rapid terminations of marriages in certain circumstances. We feel that we can take advantage of these statutes with your cooperation."
"You mean that you want me to divorce my wife?'
"Yes."
"Why would I want to do that?" My guest seemed befuddled. I don't think she was expecting that reply. At this point, I would welcome the divorce, but on my terms, and I didn't want to let her know that. Miss Steinmetz just sat and looked at me.
"Miss Steinmetz. Will you please tell me in layman's terms why my wife and I are no longer living together. Don't sugar coat it and be completely honest. If you can do that, I will consider continuing our conversation. "
She leaned back and undid the top button of her blouse. "Three years ago your wife had an affair with a co-worker. When you found out about it, she ran away because she could no longer face you or your sons. She has not been in contact with any of you since that time. Is that plain enough for you?"
"That's good. It fact you hit the nail on the head. So what is the problem?"
"If you are following the news, you are aware that Darla and Mister Hemmingway got themselves in a little bind. We can't undo what has been done, but we are hoping to alleviate it a little."
"By getting her a quickie divorce?"
"Right."
"And tell me again: what do I get out of it?"
"Freedom."
"Hell, I am happy with the way things are now. You are going to have to show me how my life will be better, not the same."
"What do you want Mister Connors? Do you want money? How much? Give me something to work with here."
"What are the terms of the divorce that you are proposing?"
"There are none. That is why it can be done so quickly. No money changes hands, no assets to divide, and no custody issues. You both walk away with what you have and neither one of you owes anything to the other. It is clean and final."
"How long does this take?"
"Less than ninety days."
"That means that it will be final before the election?"
"Yes, I believe it does." She admitted it, but didn't want to play it up.
"Do I have to see my wife?"
"No. In fact we would prefer if you didn't."
"Do I have to stay here until it is over?"
This question brought a sigh from my guest. "Yes."
"Okay. I'll agree to it on one condition. You have to pay for my room and board until it is completed."
Mary Beth Steinmetz suddenly got a smile on her face. I could tell that this was better than she had hoped for. I probably could have hit her up for some big bucks, but right now just getting free sounded good.
"I can prepare the papers and have them ready for your signature this afternoon. Would that be Okay?"
"Perfect. I will have to check with my lawyer, but I don't think that there will be a problem." I didn't have a lawyer, but I wanted to run it past Franklin first.
"Your lawyer?"
"Give me your card. I promise to call you if there is anything he doesn't like. If you don't get a call, bring me the papers."
I was glad that it was over, because I needed some breakfast. I walked her to the door, barefoot, in my jeans and no shirt. As she drove away, I saw Sally across the parking lot. Before I could wave her over, she sped down the road.
After a quick shave, I dressed and headed over to the Belly-Up. Betsy gave me a stern look with my coffee.
"Do I get a chance to explain?"
"Not to me, Mister Connors. You better have a good story for Sally though."
The breakfast was hot, but the company was cold. I finished as quickly as I could and called Franklin. He was out of town, but we got to talk for twenty minutes. He was tickled pink about the whole situation and told me to go with it, but make sure that I got copies of everything. He sounded like he had control of the situation no matter which way it turned. I asked him to call Sally for me. He was still laughing when he hung up.
There was a big power wash station down by Interstate 90. I spent at least an hour getting the rig steam cleaned and vacuumed, and then finished it off with a hand wax job. That took another hour. It would have been easier just to pay and have it done, but I needed the therapy. I grabbed lunch at the Cracker Barrel before heading back. I was avoided the wrath of Betsy.
This time she was parked right by the door to my room. Sally got out of the Jeep as I pulled up and looked a little sheepish. It was easy to see, from her expression, that Franklin had called her. She spent the next two hours apologizing to me. Sometimes guilt is good. She was gone, when Miss Steinmetz returned with the papers for me to sign. For some reason, she also made me accept a check for ten thousand dollars.
Hemmingway's campaign continued to go down the tubes, but my divorce petition moved right through the legal system. Tracey was now at College Station, and had a friend to look after him. I was officially divorced, just before the election. Franklin won and promised to pay me back for my help. I didn't feel that I did anything, but I told him that I would call it even if he gave me his sister. That got me another punch in the arm from Sally.
Things didn't go so well for Darla. After the election, somebody decided to charge her with bigamy anyhow. Before they could do anything, she just disappeared. She was good at that. I never got to see her or talk to her.
I sold the truck and bought a house and small gravel pit near Huron. Sally and I married at Christmas and my five "T" boys were all there. Betsy moved into the doublewide and promised to take good care of it.
The sonogram said we were going to have a girl. Anybody know any good girl names that start with the letter "T"?
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My wife had been working on her special project for four months now. It wasn't only her specific project, but she was the lead person and was responsible for it's success. The project was designed to save her company, Bixler Enterprises, and I don't have the slightest idea what it entailed. The last four months had been difficult because of the hours she was forced to work. It was important to her and to the company. Chances were that Bixler Enterprises would go under if the project did not go through.
Sarah had a bachelor's degree from Albright and an MBA from Wharton. She was the smart one in the family. I started work as an auto body man right out of high school, and after twenty-one years, I was still an auto body man. I didn't mind, because I liked the work and the pay was good. It was good enough to pay for Sarah's college and to raise two kids. We didn't live the Life of Riley, but we made out okay. The kids were gone now, and with both our incomes, we were doing pretty well.
Sarah got pregnant within three months of our being married at age 18 for both of us. For the first few years that we were married, we lived with my parents. They had a big empty house, since my four brothers and sisters were gone. It meant that we had a built-in babysitter while Sarah got her first few years of college out of the way. Because of the two pregnancies, the four years degree took six years. It was rough, but she made it. I always had work and never lacked for overtime, if I needed it.
After Sarah finished at Wharton, we rented our own place. She had job offers with some large firms, but they all required us to relocate. I didn't mind, but Sarah wanted to stay close to home. That is why she chose to work for Bixler Enterprises. They paid her well, but most important to her, they gave her responsibility and the opportunity to advance. Sarah was a hard working, dedicated employee.
The presentation would be at the Radisson Hotel in Philadelphia, on Thursday. I took a few days off to help her, if it was necessary. As it ended up, all I really accomplished was having something ready for her to eat when she came home. I knew nothing about her work and didn't really want to. High-level corporate business was boring to me.
Business executives were coming in from Europe, Asia, and South America. The company was paying their airfares and providing rooms at the Radisson while they were here. It was expensive as hell, and from certain things that Sarah had said, the company was over extending themselves financially. Her presentation was important to her, to the company, and to over two hundred employees.
Things seemed to be going well until Tuesday evening. Sarah came home with a new outfit: a gray power suit with a white blouse. She arranged everything that she needed to take with her on the bed in the guest room. When it came to housekeeping she was normal, but when it came to work, she was meticulous. I didn't understand why she needed to take her fancy underwear, but I didn't say anything. In addition to her presentation attire, she had a few nice little cocktail dresses for social functions before and after the event. I always avoided functions like this, but I felt obligated to volunteer to go with her, if she wanted me to. She thanked me for the offer, but told me it wasn't necessary.
All of the handouts and equipment that she needed had been carefully packed in the trunk of her Volvo before she left work. She was driving herself to make sure that everything got there in perfect shape. She had all day Wednesday to prepare, and all night Wednesday to socialize with the guests. Sarah was so good at what she did that I felt it was better if I just stayed out of her way.
Finally she was done. She had checked and double-checked everything. All she needed now was a hot shower and a good nights sleep. I guess my mistake was checking things after Sarah started her shower. I thought I would be helping, but it didn't turn out that way.
I was rearranging things on the bed when a small white envelope fell out of the side pocket of her make-up case. The envelope came from a pharmacy, but not the one that we usually use. There were ten pills inside. I had no idea what Preven was and the instructions were confusing. "Take one pill as necessary and take a second pill twelve hours later." I thought that they might be something that she got for anxiety or nerves, but the instructions didn't make sense. The prescription was in her name and it was filled on Monday. I put the envelope back, as she was finishing her shower. I decided I wanted to find out more about Preven before I mentioned it to her. Of course if I did mention it, it would indicate that I was going through her stuff. I hate dilemmas.
While Sarah was getting ready for bed, I went to our home computer and punched up Preven. Ten minutes later, I joined my wife under the covers. I lay awake all night wondering why my wife had gotten a prescription for the morning after pill, especially, since I had gotten a vasectomy ten years ago.
I was up early the next morning, but not rested. I took a long walk hoping that it would clear my head. Reluctantly, I started back to the house, afraid of what I might do or say when I arrived. My son, Josh joined the Navy after high school and was in his first year stationed in San Diego. Our daughter, Gloria, married her childhood sweetheart last year and just moved to Dallas. It was just Sarah and I. I missed the kids, but I was looking forward to growing old with her. She was the only woman I was ever interested in and now it was all turning to crap. If Sarah was having an affair, she hid it well. Of course, I never checked up on her. I never looked through her E-mails or cell phone calls. I had no reason to. There was no way I could have known about what she did at work, or after work. I trusted her completely.
"John, where the hell were you? Do you want eggs or anything?"
"No, just coffee." I didn't feel very talkative."
"What is wrong, honey. It will only be for three days. You can come if you want to, but you will be bored to death."
"No. I don't really want to go, but I hate leaving you alone. I worry when you are gone."
"That's sweet dear, but everything will be fine. I am not planning on leaving the hotel the whole time. I'll spend most of today making sure the conference room is set up property, and this evening sweet talking our potential customers. Tomorrow, I will probably not even get a chance to pee. I'll get home as early as I can on Friday. I promise you a great weekend, if you know what I mean?"
"That all sounds good, but you can't blame me for being worried. I am an auto body man, and I have a beautiful, and successful wife. Sometimes I get the feeling that you might suddenly be interested in advancing your marriage situation as much as you are in advancing your career."
"Stop that, damn it, John. I have always respected what you do for a living and I have never indicated otherwise. You raised two great kids and put me through college. You are a great husband, a great father, and a good provider, and don't you ever forget that."
I finished my coffee as she cleared the table.
"Do you want me to call you?"
"No, that's not a good idea. I will have my cell phone off and I am going to turn off the room phone at night so I can get some sleep. I'll call you every chance I get."
I helped her load the car. She was as fussy about that as she was everything else that was work connected. It would take her three hours to get to the Radisson. At least she would miss the going-to-work traffic on the Schuylkill Expressway. I stood on the porch and watched as she left. I never asked her about the pills.
I spent the rest of the morning on the porch. I don't ever remember worrying about anything as much as I did this. I felt little and insignificant. I felt out of my league. I was a small-town guy with a mediocre job and a successful wife. It was a mismatch. I should have seen it earlier. I felt stupid.
The best suit that I had was a blue blazer and a pair of slacks. At least I had a few ties, even tough they were ten years out of date. I just finished dressing, when the landline phone rang.
"Hi Honey. I just wanted to let you know that I got here okay."
"You made good time. I assume the traffic wasn't too bad."
"Everything was good. I'll call you later tonight. I have to go now. They are unloading the car for me. I am in room 714."
"Sarah, I might be at my at my parent's or brother's place tonight. If you call, call me on the cell phone."
"Okay. Love you. Got to go."
I took my time driving into Philadelphia. I didn't go straight to the Radisson: I stopped and got a cheese steak first. It was going to be a long night. I wasn't sure what I was going to do. I parked in the garage area of the hotel and just waited. Sooner or later, I had to go into the hotel, I just couldn't figure out when to do it. The cell phone call helped me make up my mind.
"John, I just wanted to let you know that I am all settled in. I am going downstairs now to meet some of the people and have supper."
"You didn't forget anything did you?"
"No. Everything is perfect. I have it all laid out in my room for tomorrow."
"Do you need anything?"
"No, John. Relax. I am going to turn off my phone. I'll call you tomorrow morning."
"Okay. Have fun."
"It's not fun, John. It's work."
I didn't look too out of place. There were plenty of people in the lobby, the restaurant, and the conference rooms, so that I could stay inconspicuous. There was a nice little pamphlet that showed the layout of all the hotel facilities. I wandered into the different rooms and stayed around the edges, looking over the crowd. I had no idea what I would do if Sarah saw me. I would figure that out if and when it happened. I found an events board that listed all the rooms that were being used by the different groups. Bixler Enterprises had no rooms reserved for Wednesday night. I thought that was interesting. Sarah said she wasn't going to be leaving the hotel, but now I wasn't sure about that.
There were three dining rooms: family, casual, and fine dining. Sarah wasn't a big fan of dining with children, so I went to the casual dining room first. It only took five minutes to verify that she wasn't there. I had better luck in fine dining.
It was a cozy, little booth tucked into a corner: the type of table that people reserve to have a private rendezvous. Sarah had on her black, low cut, cocktail dress with pearls. She looked elegant and her escort looked like he was appreciating it. I knew a few of the people that Sarah worked with and he was not one of them. He was familiar but I just couldn't place him. There were plenty of seats available, so I had no trouble getting one across the room. The tables had candles on them in the little glass holders. I blew my out and told the waiter that it bothered my glaucoma.
I ordered a generic, chicken entrée and got comfortable. The waiter was filling my coffee cup for the third time.
"Excuse me. The guy at that table across the room looks awfully familiar. Do you know who he is?"
"Of course. That is Malcolm Eugene Foote. He is a city assemblyman. They expect him to run for congress in the next few years."
"Is that his wife with him? She is very pretty."
"No. That is the first time that I've seen that one. He always uses that table for special ladies, if you know what I mean?"
I just smiled at him and asked for my check.
I have never seen Sarah so touchy-feely with a man before. She seemed to be hanging on his every word, as if he was a God or something. They weren't doing anything inappropriate, but it was not platonic or business-like. They were finishing up their second bottle of wine when I left. Now I knew why she brought the fancy underwear.
I got a comfortable seat in a corner of the lobby where I would be out of sight. Ten minutes later, they came out of the restaurant. She was holding his arm as they walked across the lobby to the elevator. I carefully watched the floor indicators. It was a good sign when it stopped on floor three: that meant she did not take him to her room. It was a bad sign when it did not go to floor seven: that meant that she went to his room. Just in case I was wrong about something, I sat in the lobby and watched the elevator for an hour. People came and went but Sarah was not one of them.
I got my empty suitcase out of the car and went to the check-in counter. Even though I could prove that I was her husband, I still had a difficult time getting a keycard. They relented after they called the room and nobody answered. Finally, I was on my way to room 714 with a key card. At first, I didn't even turn on the light: I just sat in the dark room for more than an hour. It wasn't hard to convince myself that she was not coming back to the room.
I packed all of her clothing and personal items first. I left nothing. I checked the packet of Preven and there were still ten pills in it. On the dresser, very carefully arranged, were all of the items that she needed for her presentation the next day. I started to fill my suitcase. There were twenty-four, specially bound, promotional folders and another twenty that were bound normally. They all went into the suitcase. The digital projector that she carefully loaded went in next, followed by her laptop computer. I took her purse and cell phone that she left in the room. All she had with her was a clutch bag and probably a tube of lipstick. I went over the room as carefully as she would have to make sure that I didn't miss anything. Once I was satisfied, I placed her car key and my wedding ring on the dresser. Other than those two items, the room was completely empty.
The elevator went straight to the parking garage. I had no trouble with the two bags, and twenty minutes later I was on the expressway going north. It was after three in the morning. I had no idea that so much time passed. About two hours later my cell phone rang. Caller Id showed that it was a Radisson phone number.
"John?"
"Yes?"
"Where are you?"
"I am about twenty minutes away from home."
That's all I said. The other end of the line was quiet. There is an old saying that salesmen have: the first person to speak loses. After what seemed like an eternity, she spoke.
'John, I am sorry."
She didn't ask about anything, and just hung up the phone. I turned mine off.
It was obvious that she was back in her room. Later that day, she would be expected to give a presentation that would save her company and win her a promotion. Later that day, I would be history.
I put the suitcases in the garage attic space. Sarah never went up there and wouldn't think of looking there for anything. Of course, at this point I am pretty sure that it didn't matter.
I collected all of my clothing and personal items first. Most auto body men have there own tools. It is usually a requirement for the job. I stopped by the shop and loaded mine in the Subaru and picked up my final paycheck. By that time, the banks were open. I didn't have to do any fancy money and asset manipulations: I just took all the money out of the accounts.
I had lunch in Hagerstown, Maryland. I had enough money to live on for several years, but knew that I would be looking for work very soon. Sarah and I were alike in that way: we both liked to work. I was going to miss her.
I killed a couple of hours at Luray Caverns and got a room near Wytheville. I had no idea what I was going to do.
It was Saturday and I found myself sitting inside the Chattanooga Aquarium while watching nature, as I have never seen it before. I spent several hours just relaxing and decided that this was a good place. I bought an annual pass to the aquarium and before suppertime; I had a place to live. It was a mobile home in a ratty park, but it was furnished and it was cheap. I didn't need much. First thing Monday morning, I was going to get a job. A good body man can always find work, especially, if he is willing to work under the table. I could stay low profile, until it came time to renew my driver's license or car tags. I would worry about them when the time comes.
I called Gloria on Sunday afternoon. I felt obligated to let her know what was going on, but Sarah had already told her. She was pretty straight with Gloria about what happened: she said that she cheated, I caught her, I left, and she lost her job. I felt bad about her losing her job, but that's the price she had to pay. I asked Gloria to tell Josh what was going on the next time she talked with him. I also told her that I would call about once a month to check up on things. I didn't tell her where I was.
I had a job by noon the next day. It was actually within walking distance of the trailer park, with a Waffle House about half way. What more could a man want? I don't know how they handled the paperwork, but I got twenty bucks an hour with no questions asked. I was happy and they were happy. I wouldn't even have to dip into my money stash that I had brought with me.
About two months later Gloria informed me that Sarah had moved out of the house and was living with her parents. Gloria didn't know any more than that, but she was glad that I was settled and doing well. Josh called me from San Diego just to let me know that he was going on a cruise: a long one. He was an avionics technician on an aircraft carrier. He tried to explain what he actually did, but it was over my head. I never was much on technical stuff. Both of the kids were being careful not to say anything bad about their mother. I appreciated that.
Things became routine after that. I would talk to Gloria at least weekly. Josh and I started a regular E-mail correspondence. Gloria was talking to Sarah on a regular basis, but Sarah was not saying much about what she was doing, or where she was.
I never filed for divorce and it appears that Sarah didn't either. I got a Tennessee driver's license and tags on the Subaru. I started going to one of the local bars a couple of times a month and even got my self laid. A couple of the girls became regular nightly companions: one at a time. They were not looking for a commitment and neither was I. It seemed to work out well for all of us. Life was good. It was long coming, but I was gradually forgetting about Sarah.
Eventually, the Subaru started to give me troubles. I had forgotten how much time had passed. The Outback had over two hundred thousand miles on it. I was thinking about that over a beer one day, when I realized it had been almost five years since I had left home.
I was still in close communications with both of the kids. By now, Gloria had two children of her own, and wanted me to come see them. Josh almost married a Thai girl, but backed out at the last minute.
I usually worked six days a week and used Sunday to recover from Saturday night. There was no good reason for anyone to be banging on my trailer door at six in the morning, on a Friday. Their rudeness was rewarded with a half-naked man opening the door. Day-old jockey shorts are nasty and the lady at the door seemed to agree with me, according to her expression. She looked away, but her companion seemed unimpressed. Normally, I would have thrown on a pair of pants, but they annoyed me.
"We are looking for John Terrell." He was a little too proper for me.
"I don't know you."
"My name is David Simmons and this is my wife, Marsha. We have a problem and were hoping that you could help us."
'I am sorry. I don't moonlight. If you need something done on your car, you will have to go by the shop." That got me a few blank stares and finally a reply.
"It has nothing to do with your work. It is more of a personal problem. Can we come in?"



The trailer looked like crap inside. I seldom had guests, so I rarely cleaned up. Even my lady friends insisted that we go to their places.
"Be my guest. Let me put some pants on quickly." I left the door open as I walked into the bedroom. Just to show them what a gracious host I was, I put a shirt on also.
"Do you want some coffee? It will only take about ten minutes."
I cleared some stuff off the sofa so that they could sit. There was no answer to the coffee question.
"We have a four and a half year old adopted daughter that needs a bone marrow transplant, and we were hoping that you could help us. We are willing to pay you, if necessary."
"You want to buy my bone marrow?"
"No. We want to use it and we are willing to compensate you for any inconvenience.'
"Sounds to me like you want to buy it." I was being a wise ass, and all of a sudden I realized that. These people were serious. They had a real problem and they were looking for help. "I am sorry. I didn't mean to interrupt. Please continue."
"Our best chance of getting a match comes from an immediate family member. You are our best hope."
"Look. I don't want to sound like a smart ass, but I think you have the wrong guy. When was your daughter born?"
"She will be five years old this July." Marsha Simmons spoke for the first time, and she sounded sincere.
"I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I had a vasectomy over fifteen years ago. I could not possibly be the father.'
"Why was your name on the birth certificate?"
"I can't answer that. Maybe you should ask her mother." That statement was met with silence. I was starting to feel sorry for these people, but I didn't know how to help them.
"What was the mothers name?"
"Sarah Louise Terrell."
I was at a loss for words. I guess I shouldn't have taken those damn pills from her. Of course then these people wouldn't have a daughter at all. I thought the grief was all over with and here it comes again. Old memories of my wife having sex with that damn Philadelphia politician. I was starting to forget it all and now it was back. Damn it.
"I understand now, and I apologize for my rudeness and insensitivity. I will do everything I can to help you. First, why can't Sarah do the bone marrow transplant?"
'Medically, she can't."
"She is not a match? She is the mother. She should be a match."
"Oh, she is a match, but she is too sick. The doctors refuse to even consider using her."
"Sick. How?"
"She is dying from liver failure. She has less than six months to live."
"That doesn't make sense. She has always been in perfect health. Besides that, I don't believe that a bad liver would prevent her from donating bone marrow."
"The hospital will not accept her signature on the consent form."
"You mean that she is messed up in the head also?"
They both looked at me in silence. They knew the answer, but didn't want to say it. At this point I didn't want to make them more uncomfortable than they were. Ten minutes ago I didn't give a damn about them and now I felt like I had to protect them and help them. How did that happen?
"Can either of my children help?"
"It's possible, but we thought that you were our best hope."
"Why don't you go after the father: the real father."
"We thought that was you. We have no idea who else it could be. Sarah didn't say a thing to us about another possible father."
Marsha added in. "Actually, she was not in good enough condition to explain anything. Most of the information we have came from the adoption agency."
I needed some coffee and I needed to take a leak. "Excuse me a moment."
I left my guests sitting there as I made a pot of coffee; it only took a few minutes. While it was brewing I took a badly needed morning piss. I tried to be discrete. I had already embarrassed Marsha enough.
"Where do you people live?"
"West Chester, Pennsylvania." Well, that was interesting.
"I'll make you a deal. If I tell you who your daughter's real father is you have to promise me that you will pursue him relentlessly until you get what you want."
"What are you talking about?"
"The man who fathered your daughter is a well known politician in Pennsylvania. He will of course deny everything, and he probably will have you served with legal papers to stop your efforts. If you agree to push hard enough to get him to admit the child is his, you should be able to shame him into giving the bone marrow transplant. That is what you want, right?"
"Yes of course, but how do we do all this?"
"I don't know. I am an auto body man. I beat on metal for a living. I guess your best approach would be to use TV, radio and the newspapers. Politicians will do anything to avoid bad press. Do you have any friends that could help?"
Well, now both of them were smiling. I must have said something to give them hope. "I think we can do that. Who the hell is he?"
"Malcolm Eugene Foote."
"He is running for the US Senate."
"I bet that he would do anything to avoid bad publicity."
The coffee was done but David and Marsha couldn't wait to get back home. Before they left, I told them how to contact Gloria and Josh, just in case they needed them. I was sure that they would help. I also made them tell me where Sarah was. I would probably be in Pensacola before they made it back to West Chester.
I got my haircut and bought a new shirt. Sarah was a cheating bitch who ruined my life, but I still wanted to look good when I saw her. It was another trailer park, but this time it was a nice, new doublewide. Her Volvo was there with a flat tire and a broken windshield. The woman that answered the door was not Sarah. She looked like she had been ridden hard and put away wet. She was at least forty-five, maybe fifty, and must have had a hard life. The lack of make-up didn't help and she just looked mean. I didn't get a chance to open my mouth.
"Damn it, if it isn't John Terrell. I never expected to see you here."
I had to use the old line. "You have me at a disadvantage."
"Sherry Harte. Come on in sweetie. Can I get you a beer?"
"No, but thank you. I am here to see Sarah."
Sherry was a big girl in many ways. She walked across the room and stood by the dining room buffet.
"There she is, John. Look all you want."
Her hand gestured toward the brass urn sitting in the middle of the otherwise empty buffet. It looked like I was too late. I didn't move: just stood and stared at the container before me.
"Can I have that beer now?"
Sarah moved to Pensacola after giving the baby up for adoption. She bought the trailer with money she got from Bixler Enterprises after she got fired. She had profit sharing, 401k's as well as vacation and sick leave time. She ended up with a job at a local garment factory working in the shipping department. That's where she met Sherry. Sherry rented a room from Sarah. Every cent that Sarah made went into booze. She started with wine and gradually switched over to the hard stuff: whatever was the cheapest. She eventually lost her job because of the drinking, and was forced to use her savings after that. She never dated or went out. Sherry stayed with her and paid the utilities and bought food, which Sarah did not eat. It took her over three years to kill herself. Surprisingly, she had a Will and left me the double wide and the Volvo.
Sherry explained that Sarah had become so despondent about what she did, that she just gave up. She didn't try to prevent the pregnancy or even abort it. The adoption was arranged months before the baby was even born. She never went back to work, except for menial jobs that she did poorly. Sherry said that Sarah seemed to have no ambition and no reason to live. She talked about me a lot, but was afraid to try and contact me. Gloria had actually given her my number, but I never got a call. It was almost as if her one night affair hurt her more that it did me.
I stayed for two weeks and then I sold the trailer to Sherry for a buck and got a grand for the Volvo. Two days later, I was in West Chester, visiting my new friends: David and Marsha.
Malcolm Eugene Foote balked at first, but David and Marsha turned the screws until he gave in. He insisted on DNA tests, which proved that he was the father. To save face, he was more or less forced into the bone marrow transplant, which was a success. Malcolm's political career and married life did not seem to fair as well. His drop in the polls was so rapid that the party replaced him with another candidate months before the election. He wife filed for divorce and was very public about it.
Right now, Sarah and I are on our way to Dallas to see Gloria and my grandkids. I don't know how long I will keep Sarah with me. I guess until a better one comes along.
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I guess my big mistake was not manning up earlier. I let myself get into a funk and now I was paying the price. To be honest with you, it seemed like the right thing to do at the time. A man is supposed to hold up and carry on, but I just didn't feel like it. Mary, was gone and at the time, as far as I was concerned, my life was over. All I wanted to do was mope around and wallow in my own misery. Without Mary, there was nothing to live for. I know that sounds corny, but we had been married for almost fifty years and it was hard for me to adapt. My kids tried to console me the best that they could, but something was missing.
I am sitting here in my son's house, listening to him arguing with his sister, my daughter, about their plans for my future. Of course, they are in another room, but I am not deaf and I am not senile. In fact, my only problem is depression, which was brought on by my wife's death. I am actually in better shape physically that either of my kids, who are both in their forties. It would have been nice and considerate if they included me in these discussions, but they seemed to feel that I am not mentally capable.
After Mary passed away, I stayed in the family home for about a year. I admit that I was in pretty bad shape emotionally, but I wasn't incompetent: I was just not interested. My son, Bob, and daughter, Denise, suggested that I sell the house. I didn't offer any resistance. It was actually the only good idea that the pair of them had. I didn't feel like living in the empty house or maintaining it. The mortgage had been paid off many years earlier and the house had appreciated nicely. The first indication of a problem occurred at the settlement. Denise arranged to have half of the proceeds put in a money market account in her name and my name. The other half of the money went into a tax-free municipal bond fund, with Bob as a joint owner. I paid attention, but didn't say anything at the time. My loving children had both gotten dibs on my money and I wasn't even ready to die yet. Were they concerned for my welfare, or just greedy? At this point I wasn't sure.
Bob was married for twenty-two years and had two sons, both in college. Denise married a year later and had two daughters, one in college and one exiled to the far end of the earth for committing the crime of getting knocked up.
Bob worked as an insurance adjuster. Denise's husband was a county building inspector. Neither one of them was wealthy, but they were comfortable.
The argument today was about where I was going to be living for the next six months. I stayed with Denise and her husband during the first half year, and I had been at Bob's place since then. I didn't consider myself to be any trouble at all, so I had a hard time understanding why there was a problem that had to be resolved. I didn't care where I lived.
After listening for about twenty minutes, I grabbed my jacket and drove over to the mall. I didn't have a house, my kids controlled most of my money, but at least I could still drive. In addition to my Social Security check, I had a small pension. I gave my benefactors five hundred dollars each month to off-set expenses, which I thought was generous, and I still had a nice wad left over to spend on fancy lunches, snacks, and car insurance.
The mall was air conditioned and full of life. I had just settled in, when I got my first surprise.
"Hi, grand-pop. What are you doing out so early? Trying to pick up girls, I bet." Wendy was the black sheep of the family, but she was always my favorite. For some reason, I just could not be upset around her, even if she did get herself into a family way. She was cute and perky. Any boy would be lucky to get to spend time with her. She was the only one of my grandkids that ever send me a birthday card.
"Jason, say hello to your gramps." The tyke in the stroller was almost old enough to be walking. I wasn't sure if he could talk or not. Being cloistered in Bob and Denise's places the last year, did not give me much time to see Wendy, or her son.
Wendy and I enjoyed each other's company for almost an hour, before she had to leave to go to work. She didn't get to finish high school, but she was working hard to make a life for Jason, despite being ostracized by her parents. She served lunch and spent the afternoon doing prep work at the local Olive Garden. In the evenings, she watched two kids for the girl who took care of Jason during the day. I never asked her about Jason's father. I didn't think it was my place. If she wanted me to know, she would tell me.
The short visit with my grand daughter made my day, but it was destined to get better. I watched as a van from the Bear Valley Community Village pulled up in front of the main mall entrance. Eight to ten people got out and all started off in different directions. I was expecting walkers and wheelchairs, but that was not the way it was. All of them were normal active people, just a little older than most. Three of the ladies walked in my direction. As they got closer, I recognized a smile. It was from Janet Moyer, a high school classmate from fifty years ago. She was older and grayer, but her smile was the same. Janet and I had dated a few times, before I met Mary. Actually, I didn't meet Mary until after Janet's family moved to Lancaster.
I sat quietly, while watching in fascination as they walked by. I was smiling to myself, because I had a good feeling when I saw her. It was a feeling that I hadn't had since Mary died. As I was recalling old memories, she broke through my reverie.
"John? John Terrell? Is that you?" Janet approached me as her two friends stayed back. I stood up with a grin on my face like a teenaged boy.
"Hi, Janet. You look good." I was flattered that she remembered me. She turned and waved for her two friends to go on. We talked for a few minutes and then wandered over to the food court. An hour later, her friends came to get her, because the van was returning to Bear Valley. She gave me her phone number. I was like a teenaged boy all over again. I was happy for the first time in two years.
Before going home, I treated myself to a couple of new shirts. I realized that I had not bought any clothing for several years. I felt like a resurrection was coming on. It was a good feeling.
Bob's wife, Marsha, was just setting the table for the evening meal. She smiled and reminded me that supper would be ready in twenty minutes. I put my shirts away and washed up for the family gathering. It was a somber meal. Nothing was said about the earlier discussion. I could only guess that I did not have a need to know. It was time to make my own plans.
I spent the rest of the evening in front of the TV with Bob and his wife. She was knitting, he was reading, and I was recalling my afternoon conversation with Janet.
She had married a fellow named Felix Simons, a year after finishing high school. They had two children who were both grown up, with families. Felix died from cancer three years ago. He had set things up so that his insurance money and cash from the sale of their home would go into an annuity fund. Two hundred thousand dollars in savings were set-aside for her to buy a unit at Bear Valley. Between her Social Security and the monthly draw from the annuity, she was set for life. When she died, her children would get what was left of the annuity plus the resale of the retirement unit. She said it was a CCRC, which meant she could stay there even if she got sick and needed nursing care. It sounded good to me. I went to bed that night with a smile on my face. I had big plans for tomorrow.
I was up and out of the house before anyone else. I got breakfast at IHOP, and when I finished eating, I realized that nothing would be open for several hours. I was so damn anxious that I jumped the gun. To kill time, I drove by the Bear Valley facility. It was just as Janet had described it. At least a dozen people were wandering around the grounds. There were jogging paths, but everyone was walking. That was fine with me, because running hurt my knees. I looked around, hoping to see Janet, but nobody can be that lucky. I spent about an hour checking things out and trying to look as if I belonged. It wasn't too hard to do, because I already felt comfortable there.
I stopped by the mutual fund office just as it was opening. Bob had Tom Trench set up the tax-free municipal bond fund to hold his half of the money that I got from the sale of the house.
"Mister Terrell, it is nice to see you. Where is your son?"
"He isn't here today, Tom. Can I call you Tom?"
"No problem. What can I help you with?"
"Do you handle annuities?"
"Excellent question, John. If anyone was ready for a life annuity it was you. Your son, however, wasn't interested. How much do you want to know?"
"About an hours worth. I won't be able to absorb any more than that."
Well, it didn't take that long. In half that time, Tom had convinced me that an annuity would be a perfect fit. There was only one catch: he wouldn't take care of it for me without either Bob's approval, or a certificate of competency. I opted for the second one. I figured I would also need it when I went to close out the money market account.
While any licensed medical doctor could take care of the certificate in our state, Tom felt that a psychological examination would be stronger. He set things up, and before lunch I had my certificate and Tom Trench had arranged for the transfer of all the money from the bond funds into my new annuity. He smiled when I told him to make the death beneficiary Wendy Gibson.
I had soup and salad for lunch at the Olive Garden and got my favorite 'perky' waitress, after an insistent request. I left her my rat hole hundred-dollar bill as a tip. I always carried it for an emergency, but none ever came up. It was time to move it on. She tried to refuse it, of course, but finally relented when I threatened to make a fuss.
Closing the money market account went a lot easier than I expected. They simply gave me a cashier's check for the full amount, and thanked me for my patronage. I went right back over to see Tom. I now realized that financial advisors do have a place. I had revealed my plans to Tom and he paid full attention. Rather than take the money market check, he suggested that I talk to the admissions people at Bear Valley first. To make things even better, he called over and made an appointment for me.
The lowest cost buy in at Bear Valley was a studio apartment at an even one hundred thousand dollars. It was bigger than the 10 by 12 room I was in at Bob's house, and it even had an efficiency kitchen. It took a little work, but between Tom and the Bear Valley business office, they figured out how to get it done. Tom ended up with another big wad for the annuity and I now had a studio apartment.
Of course getting the unit allocated was just the first part of the admissions. I had to qualify for the monthly fees, which turned out to be damn high. My jaw dropped when I was told it would cost almost three thousand dollars a months to stay in the studio apartment that I was going to buy for cash. My Social Security and retirement plan together still left me short. Tom Trench came to the rescue again. He could start the draw on the annuity immediately, so that I could get enough to off set the difference that I needed and still leave me some spending cash every month. The only problem was that the annuity would run dry in twenty-eight years. I had to snicker a little when he said that. I really wasn't planning on living to be ninety-six. It didn't matter anyhow, because Bear Valley was set up to start drawing against my unit's equity if my income ran out. Now, I could live to be one hundred and thirteen.
The deal was cinched. As the papers were being prepared, I found myself smiling again. I made Wendy Gibson the beneficiary on my studio apartment. I wasn't planning on dying any time soon, but just in case, she would be covered.
I could move in on Monday morning. It was furnished, including linens, so all I had to bring was my clothing. I got three meals a day, plus snacks, and a never-ending coffee pot.
On the way home, I stopped by to see my insurance agent. Wendy became the beneficiary of my largest life insurance policy. I had a smaller one that I split between the other three grand children. I loved all my kids and grand kids, but I just didn't like the way Wendy was being treated: besides, she was my favorite.
That evening, I called Janet and asked her out for lunch the next day. She sounded more than anxious. I slept better that night than I did in the last two years. If I were lucky, Bob and Denise would not have a clue about what happened until I moved out. All I could do was cross my fingers and hope. I decided that I would buy some good walking shoes.
I made my own bed everyday and Marsha changed the sheets every Friday. That was about the only time she ever came into my room. I dropped my dirty clothing off in the laundry room, and she usually had the clean stuff folded, or on hangars, for me to pick up. I appreciated that these things were being taken care of, but, after all, I was paying five hundred dollars a month. I figured that I could move my things, bit by bit, into the car over the weekend, and no one would even notice.
Janet and I had a wonderful lunch at a Red Lobster. She became giggly when I told her that I had bought a unit at Bear Valley, and after we finished, she insisted on showing me her one bedroom unit. The tongues were wagging as we walked through the entryway and down the hall. She was strutting like she had just won a prize at the fair. I felt a little self-conscious, because I had no idea that I was so desirable. Of course, I did find out later that any warm-blooded healthy male fell into the same category.
Compared to Janet's unit, my studio looked pretty puny. The maintenance people were busy painting it for my arrival on Monday. It was an up-grade from what I had been staying in at Bob's house. Janet was gracious with her compliments about the room, but suggested that I get a full bed instead of the twin that was there. I thought I noticed a twinkle in her eye when she said it. As we were walking back to the lobby, I was trying to figure out where I could get some of those little blue pills.
I called Marsha and told her that I would not be home for supper. Her response seemed a little indifferent.
For some reason, I felt the need to get some new duds. After two years of moping around, it was nice to have an interest in life again. I am sure that Mary would understand. If the places were changed, I would have wanted her to move on with her life. I was sure that she would feel the same about me. I was mad at myself for wasting two years. I got four more shirts, two pairs of nice slacks, and a pair of very expensive walking shoes. At my age, it was important to walk regularly and I needed the good sneakers. Just for the heck of it, I also got a pair of Chuckie's, like I had when I was a kid. They looked the same, but I noticed that they were now made in China. I finished my shopping spree in the food court at a Chick-fil-A, and spent a couple hours on my favorite bench, watching the girls go by, and humming the Otis Redding song.
I was beginning to realize that the female species was pretty interesting. I felt a little guilty, because I was comparing the walk-bys to Janet, and not Mary. I convinced myself that I was not a bad guy: it was the normal progression of things.
When I got home, I left my new purchases in the car. Bob and Marsha were watching the television and did not even inquire about my day. It was a long time for an old man and I was dragging a little. After a quick shower, I was out like a light.
My hosts were up early the next day. When the weather was nice, they liked to play golf and Sunday tee times meant that you had to get there before the sun came up. That worked out great for me. I had an English muffin with peanut butter on it for breakfast. I liked the way the peanut butter melted on the hot muffin. They were a mess to eat, but I always enjoyed them.
By noon, all of my clothing and belongings were loaded in the Honda. The room still looked lived in, so the only way Bob and Marsha would notice that I was gone was if they did an inspection. I didn't expect it. Of course, there was really no good reason for the secrecy. I was a grown man, who was capable of making my own decisions. I just didn't want to have to listen to the tirades that I knew where going to be coming. It was easier to just disappear quietly.
I knew that Wendy didn't work on Sundays, so I drove over to her place. I think I was the only one in the family that knew where she lived. Jason was walking around and having a great time with two other toddlers. He was talking, but I didn't understand most of the words. It was Wendy's turn to baby sit for her neighbor. We ordered in pizza and spent the afternoon relaxing. She seemed quite excited when I told her that I was moving into my own place. The words that stuck in my brain were, 'It's about time.'
She made macaroni-and-cheese for supper, and insisted that I join them. The two extra tykes went home with their mom, so it was now just the three of us. Wendy also convinced me to stay the night. Under the circumstances, it seemed like a good idea, so I called Bob to let them know. I got the machine.
I was up early the next morning, mostly because the couch was so uncomfortable, but also because I was anxious to get into my new place. Wendy and Jason went with me to Bear Valley. While my grand daughter and I moved in, Jason was being spoiled by a flock of blue hairs, and was eating it up. Candy and goodies seemed to appear from nowhere. Janet was waiting for my arrival, with all the little things that were necessary for me to set up minimal housekeeping.
I had to take Wendy to work, but she was happy to leave Jason with Janet for the day. He didn't seem to mind. Jason was in his glory: being treated like a celebrity. I called Marsha and carefully informed her that I had found a place of my own and had moved out. I wasn't trying to be rude, but I ended up having to hang up the phone to shut her up. I decided to turn off my cell phone for the rest of the day. Janet and I had coffee in my new room, while my grandson napped on the floor. I guess a floor wasn't a good place for him, but he seemed comfortable. Wendy showed up at about four in the afternoon, in her own car. I gave her another hundred-dollar bill for helping me to move. She seemed embarrassed, but took it anyway.
Janet and I had supper together in the dining room. I took the time to explain to her about the relationship that I had with my children. She was bothered by it, but seemed to understand. I was a little bothered by the attention we were getting, but Janet seemed happy.
Things were quiet for three days. I walked early in the morning, but my new companion declined to join me. After my exercise, I showered and then headed down for breakfast. Janet waited until I arrived. It didn't take long for a routine to set in. It was all quite platonic and neither of us seemed to be in a hurry to move things along. Thursday morning, Bob and Denise showed up.
"Dad. What the hell are you doing?" Denise was letting me know right off-the-bat that she was not happy.
"Sorry. I just felt that I shouldn't be a burden to my children and decided to get a place of my own."
"Do you have any idea how much a place like this costs?" Bob felt like he had to get his two cents in.
"Well, it cost me a hundred thousand dollars to get in and three thousand dollars a month to stay here. Yes, I have an exact idea how much it costs."



"And just how long do you think it will be until your money runs out?" I don't think Bob was happy with the first answer.
"Bear Valley has everything planned out. I will use up all my money just before my one hundred and thirteenth birthday. I was hoping that you guys could pick up the slack after that."
Denise made some sort of growling sound as she shook her head and looked at her feet. Bob just glared at me.
"How? How are you managing this? You can hardly take care of yourself. How are you going to keep things running?"
"Bob, your good friend Tom Trench set everything up. He is a professional, you know. That's why I went to him. I figured if he was good enough to handle your affairs, than he was good enough to handle mine. Don't you agree?"
Denise felt the urge to barge in. "He should not have done anything like that without talking to us first. This leaves him wide open for a law suit."
"I think you should talk to him, before you do anything. Tom is pretty sharp. He doesn't make mistakes."
They didn't look happy. Both of them sat there and I believe they were watching half of their own retirement plan fly out of the window. I guess they were loving children and had my welfare at heart, but there was no doubt in my mind, that they were more attached to my money than they were to me.
"Hey! Do you guys want to see my room? It is pretty cool. I got my own little kitchenette and this weekend I am getting an HDTV. Cable is included in the fee." I couldn't help it. I had to rub it in a little. Janet was watching from across the room, but I decided that this was not the right time for an introduction. Bob and Denise left without looking at my new place. My feelings were hurt: sort of.
My new female friend looked slightly dejected when I approached.
"I am sorry, Janet. I didn't feel that it was a good time to introduce you to them. That was my son, Robert, and my daughter Denise. They are a little upset with me at the moment. After things settle down, we should pay them a visit."
"John, parents should not fight with their children. You should be ashamed of yourself. I am not exactly sure what you did, but it doesn't seem right."
"You're right, it was all my fault. I was feeling sorry for myself and took it out on them. I'll think of some way to make it up to them." It was sort of a little white lie, but I didn't want her to be mad at me. Maybe after a while, some remorse will set in, but for the moment, none of what I did bothered me.
"Okay. I can accept that. I did want to let you know that we are going to have supper with my son, Charles, and his wife on Friday. He is very anxious to see you again."
"Again? What do you mean? Have I met him before?"
"He is an engineer at Gilbert Enterprises, John. He used to work for you."
I had to think for a moment. "Simons? Charlie Simons! Yes, I remember him. He was good engineer. Came out of Penn State, if I remember correctly. He did work for me. What a small world."
"Friday is tomorrow, John. Be ready at five o'clock, please. Wear one of those new shirts."
"Damn woman, you are starting to sound like my mother." I took her hand as we walked in for lunch. She gave it a little squeeze and to me, a coy smile.
That night, we watched a movie on the big screen TV in the community room. Afterwards, we walked back to my room where Janet surprised me with a big kiss. The kiss led to some teenage petting and eventually we ended up in bed together. I was pleasantly surprised when I discovered that the little blue pill would not be necessary, at least not the first time. The next morning, I walked Janet to her room and gave her a quick peck on the cheek. An hour later we met for breakfast as if nothing had happened. From the smiles we were getting, I don't think we fooled anyone.
Charlie Simons was more than happy to see me. I was concerned about meeting Janet's children, because of the usual reactions that are depicted on television and in the movies. Any man who moves in on a widowed woman is suspect. Initially, I hadn't considered myself as making moves on Janet, but now in the light of things, it seemed to be heading that way.
The dinner conversation was light and airy. Charlie and I avoided any shop-talk, to avoid boring the ladies and two teenagers at the table. Charlie's wife, Rhonda, was pleasant and cute, and their two daughters were well behaved, and as pretty as their mother.
After the meal, the men were dismissed to have coffee in the family room, while the ladies cleaned up.
There is an old saying that when a person retires from a job it is like pulling your hand out of a bucket of water. The empty hole that remains is indicative of how much the retiree will be missed. A lot of old fools seem to think that once they are gone, the whole place will collapse without them. I followed the first theory. I always felt that my exit would not even be noticed. According to Charlie, I was wrong. For a moment, I thought he was just blowing smoke up my ass to make me feel good, but the longer he talked, the more I began to feel that there was something to what he was saying.
Apparently, the engineer that I recommended to replace me as the shop supervisor was not up to the task. I had never evaluated his skills as a leader or manager, but looked only at his technical ability. He knew his job, but sucked when it came to everything else that was needed to run the show. Three of the junior engineers quit, rather than work for him. The quality and quantity of the shop dropped so bad, that the whole section lost their yearly bonuses. My replacement explained to management that the problem was because I had left things in shambles. His documentation indicated that my mismanagement left him with a mess that would take years to clean up. He claimed that I had spent the last year covering things up so that I would look good.
Charlie was looking for another job.
The evening was bittersweet. As far as my relationship with Janet, everything was great, but the news of the mess that my retirement had left at work was not so good. I left the company right after Mary's death and never gave it another thought. That appeared to be a mistake and my men all suffered for it. If I didn't do something to fix it now, it would eat at me forever.
I was very careful when I retired, not to burn any bridges behind me. I felt it was important that people remembered you in a good way. That made it a lot easier for me when I decided to pay a visit to the old grind mill.
Rather than just drop in, I called ahead for an appointment, which turned out to be a meeting. My old boss invited several other company managers to join us, and left me with the impression that he had planned for this before my call. My replacement was not there.
To make a long story short: they were fully aware of the problem and were also fully aware that I was not the cause of it. They were hoping to find ways to straighten themselves out. They were going to call me, but I beat them to the punch.
It took less than an hour to come up with a plan to correct the problems. I recommended that Charlie take over the department and there were no objections. Personnel would contact all the engineers who departed and try to get them back with bonuses, if necessary. My replacement would be gone by the end of the week.
We had a great lunch at one of the local favorite spots. It was nice to be with old friends again, but the best part was that I knew my opinions and experience were still of value. Living with my children had sapped me of my self-respect. I didn't know if they did that to me or if I had brought it on myself, but in any event it was now over. I had a big grin on my face all the way back to Bear Valley.
Janet couldn't wait to tell me the good news, about Charlie's promotion at supper that evening. She was so proud of her son. She was aware of my recommendation and promised to thank me properly that evening.
Bob and Denise continued their attacks on my move towards independence, but struck out at every turn. They finally quit.
Wendy and Jason came to see me every chance she got. I offered her money on several occasions, but she always turned it down. I seldom saw my children and never saw my other grandchildren.
As far as my personal life was concerned, Janet and I were growing closer. We spent a lot of time with Charlie and his family, and occasionally Wendy and Jason, joined us.
Rhonda casually made a few coy remarks about old people having sex. It was discrete and not done in a crude fashion. It seemed as if she was fishing. Janet smiled at me and we both did our best to ignore her innuendos.
Things pretty much settled down until one day Wendy, and Jason showed up with a tall, good-looking fellow. He was Wendy's age but the most notable characteristic was an artificial, left leg. He didn't seem despondent or depressed about the lost limb, which I found to be refreshing.
"Grand-pop, I would like you to meet Larry Weeks. Larry is Jason's father."
I held out my hand. "John. John Terrell."
"Glad to meet you." Things were a little awkward as we sat down, until Jason saw Janet across the room and ran over to see her.
"I didn't know about Jason until yesterday. I just got back from Afghanistan and a long stay at Walter Reed."
"Wendy didn't tell you that she was pregnant?"
"It's my fault Gramps. I didn't know it when he left, and then I felt that it would not be fair to drop that on him while he was away. I should have told him. I know that now." Wendy reached over and took his hand.
I was wondering about who's name was on the birth certificate, but decided to keep my mouth shut, just in case. "Didn't you know how to contact him?"
"Not really. I guess I could have gotten the address from his parents but I was afraid to see them in my condition. Also, I didn't want to get him in trouble. I should have tried harder."
Janet and Jason joined us, and after introductions, we all had a Bear Valley lunch. They stayed the rest of the afternoon. Jason got to see all of his special lady friends, and really loved the attention.
Two weeks later, Wendy and Larry were married at Bear Valley. It was an unusual event for a retirement home, but we had no trouble getting it arranged. By the way, Larry's name was on Jason's birth certificate. I gave the newlyweds my Honda Civic for a wedding present. Janet and I both agreed that we could get around very well with the Bear Valley van, or with taxicabs, when necessary. I could still drive, but an accident at my age could wipe out all of my assets. It didn't seem worth it. Bob and Denise did not attend Wendy's wedding.
Charlie got Larry a job at Gilbert. It was an entry-level position as a parts puller, but there was a lot of room for advancement. Things were looking good.
A week later, with Charlie and Rhonda's blessings, Janet and I moved in together. I sure was glad that our relationship was no longer platonic.
No. We are not expecting an addition to the family, but Wendy and Larry are.
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I always heard the expression, 'nobody is perfect.' If that is true, then I am normal. What I mean is that I am not perfect. My biggest fault, which I have under control, is the most serious one. I love to start fires. When I was younger, it was a real problem and that is how I got my nickname: Pyro Petey. My name isn't Pete or Peter, it is Robert Smith. It is one of the most common names in America, which can be a blessing or a curse. However, let's go back to my nickname. My brother, William, christened me when I was twelve. The name stuck for a long while, but as I got better at controlling my urges, the Pyro part was dropped, but everyone kept calling me Petey. Sometimes it was awkward when I had to explain that my name was actually Robert. My second problem is my having an unusual reaction to beer. If I have more than one beer, then I fall asleep. If I am able to put down two or more, I am completely out of it for ten to twelve hours. It was a lot easier to live with the beer problem than the pyromania one. I didn't give up drinking altogether, but I have learned when, where, and how much I can handle.
When I was fourteen, I spent the summer experimenting with my fire-starting skills. Several garages and outbuildings in the neighborhood became victims of my experiments. Of course, I quickly learned that this was not something that you share with your friends or family. Fortunately, I was young and sloppy, and I was quickly caught and run through the legal and psychological wringer. However, I never lost my interest in starting fires. I spent a lot of time researching and experimenting, but always without risking exposure or embarrassment.
Other than the usual problems, growing up was not easy. My older brother, William, was always the favorite and always the overachiever. I had to struggle to keep my head above water and he became the academic genius, sports hero and a lady killer. Being his little brother did nothing for my ego. The happiest day in my life was when he left for college: with a full scholarship of course.
As inept as I was, I did manage to finish high school and get a job as a roofer. I actually liked my work. I think I had some sort of attention deficit disorder, because I had a hard time sticking to any job longer than a few days. My choice of vocation helped me avoid this problem somewhat. I was always starting new jobs and finishing them before I lost interest. It was a pretty good match.
As time went on, I was able to keep my affliction under control. It was ten years after high school until I was able to meet a girl and develop a relationship. It took another year until I was able to pop the question. Sarah was pretty much perfect as far as girls are concerned. I wasn't that particular, but I really couldn't find any faults with her. She had pretty brown hair, a nice complexion, and a cute body. As soon as we were able to save enough money, we bought a small house, so we could start a family.
Things were perfect until my brother William decided to come home to visit.
William finished college and got a job as an electrical engineer. He worked for one of the big chemical companies down in North Carolina. I hadn't seen him in almost ten years and I wasn't anxious to see him now.
We all got together at mom and dad's place for a mini-family reunion. William had just come home from the Pocono's where he had bought a cabin on ten acres of wooded land. From the pictures, it looked more like a lodge. He was going to have an open house over the Labor Day weekend and he gave us detailed directions on how to get there.
William's wife, Rachel, was in North Carolina with their two children. He was anxious for us to meet her and the kids at the cabin later that summer. Things were going better than I expected, until I noticed that Sarah and William were getting quite friendly.
Now I expected my wife to be congenial, but the interaction with William was not normal. She was flirting and he was enabling her. All of a sudden, I was remembering the reasons why I hated my brother. He was leaving the next day, so I didn't want to make a fuss. I forced myself to spend more time with my dad than I wanted to, just so I could avoid seeing Sarah and William together. It was approaching time for us to go home when Sarah dropped the bomb on me. She had invited William to stay overnight in our guest bedroom. I could have killed her right then and there. It got worse when she told me that she was going to ride back to the house with William, because she had never been in a Mercedes. I knew that was a lie, but it didn't seem to matter anymore.
I tried my best to not let my rage show. This was something I never expected from Sarah, but she had never met William. He was good looking and he could sweet talk anybody out of anything. Sarah spent way too much time showing him the house and telling him how she was going to be decorating each of the rooms. We finally got to sit down and relax when Sarah brought a couple of beers out. Normally I drink two or three beers a month and only when I am going to be staying home and going straight to bed. William looked over and smiled as he started to drink up. Sarah had a glass of wine that she was nursing.
"Hey, we have a can of those fancy mixed nuts in the pantry. Hold on a minute and I'll get them." The nice thing about Heinie's is that you can't tell what is in the green bottle. The beer went down the sink. I came back with a can of nuts and a bottle of tap water. Up until this point, I still had to give Sarah the benefit of the doubt. We chatted for about twenty minutes and she appeared with two more Heinie's. Now I knew that William and Sarah were up to no good. Both of them were aware of my beer problem and both of them seemed to be using it to their advantage. I don't know what William did or said to Sarah, and I don't even know when he did it. Maybe they planned everything in the short car ride back to the house. It really didn't matter.
I excused myself to go take a leak. The beer went down the toilet with the piss and I returned with another full bottle of water. I noticed the smirk on William's face as I took a big gulp. That just ticked me off, but when I saw Sarah smile, I became enraged. Normally, after two bottles of beer I am done for the night. It was easy to act sleepy and I even put on a show of trying to stay awake. I finished the water in the second bottle and walked slowly into the kitchen. I made a production out of throwing the empty away and opening the refrigerator to get out a fresh one. When I returned with the third bottle, William was grinning from ear to ear and Sarah was blushing.
I finished the water in the last bottle quickly, closed my eyes, and starting breathing heavily, as if I was sleeping. My wife and my brother were whispering quietly as they turned out the living room lights and went down the hallway to the bedroom. Both of them knew that I would be out for the night: dead to the world.
I waited for about twenty minutes and then walked down to the bedroom. The door opened with no problem. The moonlight coming through the bedroom window made it easy to see my brother and my wife screwing on our bed. They had no idea that I was there watching. The night was still young and I had a three hour drive ahead of me.
I will say this, that William drew a good map. I had no problem finding his cabin in the woods. It was a beautiful place and it had to have cost him well over a quarter million dollars. Thirty minutes later, I was on my way home, and the cabin was a large orange ball in my rear view mirror.
I was sitting down the street from the house, out of sight, just as the sun was coming up. All of a sudden, Sarah appeared at the front door. She looked around and when she saw that my truck was gone, she hurried back into the house. Ten minutes later William came rushing out, got into his precious Mercedes, and sped up the street. It was still early, so I went to the IHOP for breakfast.
Sarah started work at eight. At ten after eight our precious home and our life savings went up in smoke. I stood by the truck, just for a moment to make sure that it started properly, and then started downtown to close out our accounts. I was only able to get a couple thousand dollars together. We weren't rich and buying the house took all of our money. When I returned to the house, the police and fire trucks were still all over the place. Sarah was there, talking to the police. I walked over to her Focus and slid one of my special packages under the passenger's side. It was a mixture of gasoline and styrofoam with a small igniter which made from a remote controlled car. I am not sure, but I think Sarah saw me driving away as her precious little Ford burst into flames. My work here was done. Time to move on.
I had never been to North Carolina before. It was pretty, but I wouldn't want to live there. It took me two days to find where William lived. Damn, his house was nicer than the cabin. It must have been about 6000 square feet with a three car garage. I had to park several blocks away to watch the house. My old truck in that neighborhood would have aroused suspicion. I never saw William, but his wife, Rachel, brought their two kids out to catch the school bus. A short while later, she backed out of the garage driving a Subaru Outback. It had a tag advertising a local real estate company on the front.
I had no trouble getting into the house. You would have thought that they would have a security system, but they didn't. No one would dare rob William. William wasn't home, but his Mercedes was in the garage along with a nice little Harley Davidson. Actually, it was a big Harley. I made a quick sweep through the house to make sure it was empty, and found that it wasn't. There was a kitty litter box in the laundry room, but no kitty. I spent several minutes looking and then decided to use the can opener. Ten seconds later, Tabby showed up looking for din-din. A few minutes after that he was comfortable in the cat carrier that I had found in the garage.
Old North realtors wasn't hard to find. I only had to ask directions once. I walked into the front door and asked for Rachel Smith. A short while later she came out and I handed her the cat cage. She looked at the cat and then at me, just for a moment.
"Oh no. Petey you didn't. Please say you didn't."
We had never met, but she instantly knew who I was. " I am sorry. It had to be done. I didn't want to hurt your cat."
"Why Petey, Why? What is so bad that you would burn your own brother's house down?"
"You'll have to ask him. I'll call you in a week. If he hasn't told you by then, I will tell you."
We were interrupted by an excited man rushing in the door. "Call the fire department. There is a car burning in the parking lot. Hurry."
Rachel looked at me and I just shrugged my shoulders and turned away. I heard the office secretary telling my sister-in-law that the fire department was at her house, as I walked out.
At this point, I had satisfied my rage. I was still mad, but no longer felt the desire to burn anything else. I headed West for a while and then South. I spent a few days in Northern Alabama. There was a lot of roofing activity which I found out was the result of several severe hail storms in the area. The big problem was that all of the roofers seemed to be Mexican. They were working in teams, and the quality of the work was excellent. My hopes of getting some work seemed dim, until I noticed an ad in the local paper for insurance roofing inspectors. I tried to clean up the best that I could with the few clothes that I had with me. Apparently, it was enough, because I got the job right away. They paid to send me to Mobile for two weeks training and then I was a fully qualified insurance adjuster for one of the major companies. They had so many claims pending that I had enough work to keep me busy for at least six months. I used my own name and my own social security number with no problems. I am sure that several law enforcement agencies were looking for me, but not in Alabama.
I got a small apartment and then sold my old truck. The insurance agency provided me with a vehicle along with extra money for gas and maintenance. I did my job and I did it well. Everybody was happy. I kept my nose clean and stayed out of trouble.
Shortly after I got settled in, I called my brother's wife. She said that William claimed to have no idea what drove me to go on my arson spree. I had promised that I would tell her what happened if William refused to, but I decided to change my mind. I told her that since he refused to be honest with her, I would have to return at a later date. She sounded worried when I hung up.
My new job forced me to clean up my appearance. I had to keep my hair cut and trimmed, and I also had to shave everyday. These were grooming habits that I knew about, but never felt a need to comply with. Maybe that is why it took so long for me to find a wife, or keep a steady girl friend. I usually had supper at a fast food place and occasionally a sit down restaurant. Lunch was always catch-as-catch-can. Since I was the world's worst drinker, I avoided the bar scene.
Every month or so, I called home. My parents had no problem expressing their disappointment with what I did. I never gave then an explanation or an excuse. Finally, after about six months, Sarah told them the true story. Because of the childhood relationship between William and I, they were sympathetic to the problem. William suddenly fell out of their graces. My dad confronted him and he denied the whole thing. Fortunately for me, they believed Sarah.
Sarah was trying to find out where I was and what I intended to do about the marriage. She was living with her sister since the house burnt down. That was the last time they ever mentioned her. The conversations that I had with my parents after that never included my brother or my wife. My parents knew that the only way I would continue to contact them was if they avoided those two subjects.
I did my job and I did it well. A lot of the local churches offered free English as second language classes. I was soon sitting in on these classes and learning Spanish. I made several friends during this time. Some of them were roofers that I had contact with when I was working. There were also a few brick layers, carpenters, and concrete workers. They worked their asses off during the day, but never missed their ESL classes at night. The used to joke about their kids who attended the public schools and spoke perfect English with no accent. Many of the wives attended the classes with them.
My employer soon considered me to be bilingual. I never did learn how to speak proper Spanish, but I had no trouble carrying on a conversation with working people.
There was never any inquiry into my crimes of arson. I am sure that there were police reports and my name was attached to every one of them, but no one every came looking for me. I used my own social security number on all my work documents and even filed a proper Federal Income Tax report. Nothing. Nada.
I had been gone for about two years when Dad had a stroke. By the time I found out about it, he was at home, but required a lot of attention. Mom asked me if I could come home to see him. I couldn't refuse.
I took two weeks off from work and bought a used Focus, just like Sarah used to drive. It was cheap and got good gas mileage. After filling the trunk with some of my toys, I was on my way. I got a motel about thirty miles from home, just in case someone was still looking for me.
I spent the first day with my parents and caught up with the news. William and Rachel built a new house; bigger and grander than the old one. Dad winked when mom gave me their new address, in case I wanted to send them a Christmas card. I think I had an ally. Sarah stopped calling or visiting. They had not heard anything from the police or insurance companies in over a year. They wanted me to stay at the house, but I insisted on going back to the motel.
It was late when I left, but I decided to drive by Sarah's sister's house. I was sitting outside the house when a very large Dodge duel wheel pickup pulled up. The couple inside the cab spent a few minutes kissing and then my wife stepped out of the cab and walked up to the house. The guy waited until she got to the door, which I thought was considerate. She turned to him, smiled, and waved before going in. I was glad that I had brought some playthings with me.
There was an all night diner a few miles away and it looked like my wife's new boy friend needed to refuel his body. He parked in the middle of the lot so that nobody could ding his tricked out truck. I parked on the side and walked over to give the Dodge a checkout: a special checkout. He took a booth by the front window and had just finished ordering as I walked up to his table.
"Is that your Hemi out there?"
"Yeah. Why?"
"I just saw you come in. That sure is a nice piece of machinery. Do you mind if I sit down?"
He just nodded and I waved the waitress over.
"Something like that must cost a pretty penny." It was a comment, but I posed it as a question.
"The truck cost me thirty-six, but I also got over ten in the accessories."
I never did get his name, but we talked about his truck for the next twenty minutes. I just had coffee and he had the midnight breakfast special.
'I don't want to appear nosy, but aren't you the guy that is dating Sarah Smith?"
"Yeah. Do you know her?"
"We went to high school together. I thought she was married." That was another comment posed as a question.
"She is, but he is long gone. The cops are after him for burning down his own house. Dumb fucker."
"Why did he do that?"
"Sarah said that he caught her messing around with his brother. He burnt down his brother's house too."
"She admits that she was screwing his brother?"
"Yeah. She said the husband wasn't hacking it in the bedroom and she had to look elsewhere. I am getting to help her out now."
"That's cold. Why didn't she just divorce him?"
"I don't know. You'd have to ask her. What's with all the questions dude?"
"Just curious. Aren't you afraid that he might find out about you and his wife?"
"No way. He is long gone, and if he did come back I would beat the crap out of his wimp ass."
I gave him a big grin and he got a strange look on his face.
"Wrong answer, DUDE." His eyes got wide as I held up the remote control and pressed the button. The home made napalm instantly engulfed the Dodge. He knocked over his chair as he stood up in surprise.
"Say hello to my wife for me."
Nobody saw me leave the diner, because they were all looking at the large flaming pile of metal in the front parking lot. I drove very carefully back to the motel and decided to check out.
Six hours later, I was in North Carolina looking at my brother's new house. I was expecting to see William leave for work, the kids leave for school, and then Rachel go to her office. It didn't work out that way. A couple of police cars and a security company van showed up about the same time. The garage door was open and Rachel was busy loading the kids and a few bags into her new Volvo wagon. The last thing she put in was the cat carrier. Someone had tipped off my brother that I was on a roll.
I am not stupid. I could do what I had to do another time. I quietly left the neighborhood and headed West toward the Interstate. Just outside of Knoxville, my cell phone rang. It was Rachel.
"I know, Petey! I know now. He didn't tell me, but I figured it out."
"How did you do that?"
"She called early this morning. She called and told William what you did to her boyfriend, or should I say to his truck. It all made sense then. William screwed Sarah, didn't he Petey? That son-of-a-bitch screwed his own brother's wife."



"I am sorry Rachel. I wanted to tell you, but I couldn't. I was hoping you could get him to confess."
"She wasn't the only one, Petey. There were others and there will be more. I have to end it, or at least as far as I am concerned."
I didn't know what to say. It was obvious that my sister-in-law wanted to talk to somebody about the problem, but I was not a good candidate.
"I am sorry, Petey, for what I have to do. I am going to do it for you, but I am going to say that it was you who did it. Will you be upset with me?" The way she worded it, it sounded sort of like a riddle, but I knew without a doubt what she meant.
"It's okay. I am so far in now that it won't matter. Make it easy on yourself. It appears that no one knows where I'm at anyhow. Rachel, if you are going to do it, do it right. Don't be in a rush and don't get sloppy. Plan ahead and make sure that the cat is safe."
I heard her laugh at the other end just before we hung up.
Two months later, my brother lost his second big home. According to mom and dad, Rachel told the police that she had seen me at the house the day before the fire. The fire department was upset because the more water they put on the fire, the faster it burned. Rachel did some research on accelerants. Good girl. A week after the fire, Rachel filed for divorce. She was pretty smart and I was sure that she would take him to the cleaners.
Sarah's boyfriend blamed her for the loss of his truck and she ended up in the hospital: he ended up in jail. Of course, he knew that she had nothing to do with the fire, but I was not available. I think I am ready to file for the divorce, but under the circumstances, I don't know how to do it. All I can do is hope that Sarah files under abandonment.
I just found out that I am up for a promotion at work. I also found out that the company that I work for is the same one that my brother used to insure his homes. What a hoot.
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I am not going to bore you with the background of how I met and wooed my wife Marcie. Let us just say that we met in high school, fell madly in love, and married as soon as I got a job. We have been married for eighteen years and have a seventeen year old daughter, Jessica. You do the math. Two years later, we were blessed with twin sons: Brian and Baxter. Life was good and I had no complaints, but I was the only one. It appeared than Marcie had not been happy for some time now. Today, I was lucky enough to learn about it all.
I was employed for a small manufacturing company as their one and only Electronics Data Processing manager. I worked my way into that position over a ten year period. I had bigger plans, however, and every evening and most weekends I was struggling with my best friend, Elton, in developing a computer server system that would provide instant linking over long distances. Although the software development seemed to outstrip our hardware efforts, Elton and I were still able to come up with a tight little system that we were almost ready to bring forth. Unfortunately, we were not working fast enough to save my marriage.
Today was the day that Marcie decided to give me the bad news.
"John, it is pretty simple. The only thing I am asking for is five hundred dollars a month for child support. You get to keep the house, the furniture, and everything else."
She had been explaining things to me for the past fifteen minutes and I was, of course, not listening to most of it.
"I don't want to interrupt, but five hundred dollars seems a little low for three kids."
Marcie let out an exasperated sigh. "John, it is only for Jessica, and only until she is eighteen. I am trying my best to be fair, and I think five hundred dollars is reasonable."
"What about the boys? Aren't you taking them also?"
"Of course I am, but you don't have to pay child support for them because you are not their father. I am really surprised that you didn't figure that out years ago."
I guess that shows how really dense I was. No, I didn't figure it out. It never even crossed my mind that the boys might not be mine. Now she was telling me that she not only wanted a divorce, but that she had been cheating on me for at least sixteen years. What else was there that I did not know?
My mind started to wander again. She was still talking and I was trying to put all the pieces together in my head. I am sure that the things that she was saying were important, but I just could not bring myself to concentrate.
"Okay. Damn it, okay. I will go along with just about anything. The only thing that I insist on is that I get Jessica every weekend and on all school breaks, including summer."
Marcie actually stopped talking for a moment. "I can live with that. If it is okay with Jessica, I will have the papers drawn up tomorrow. Will you sign them then?" I could tell that she was getting ready to leave. I didn't realize it before, but she had actually been moving her things out gradually over the last few weeks.
"Just a couple of questions before you go, please. Who the hell is the father of the twins? Who are you going to be living with? Finally, why did you wait so long?"
"Langford King is the father of Brian and Baxter. We will all be moving into his house."
"What about his wife? Where are Joyce and the girls going to stay?"
"Joyce left and took the girls with her. After she caught me and Langford in bed, their marriage was over. I didn't ask for a divorce before, because Langford was still married, and I had no alternative. Now that he is getting a divorce, it only seems practical that I get one too."
"You have been screwing Langford for sixteen years?"
"That is right, and I have no intention of stopping. I am sorry, John. You are a great guy, but you are only mediocre in the sack, and I am afraid you are going to be working just to put bread on the table for the rest of your life. Langford is rich, successful, and a great sex partner. I only have one life and I want to enjoy it to the fullest. You couldn't give me that."
I had no response for that. I watched her walk out the door and then opened a cold beer. She was right. Here I was: sitting in a $300 dollar recliner drinking cheap beer. I had big plans and that was about it. I guess what really killed any feelings I still had for her was when she compared my sexual performance with Langford's. There is not much you can do about something like that. Either you got it or you don't. I was always satisfied, but apparently Marcie wasn't.
We knew Langford and Joyce since high school. Foster King, Langford's father, was the "King of Carpets" in our town for as long as I could remember. About ten years ago, he retired to Florida and his only son took over the business. A lot of us used to get together at regular intervals for Bar-B-Q's, picnics, and other gatherings. Marcie and Langford were always friendly with each other, but no more than any of the other people who attended. Langford started to drift away from our group as his bank account grew. In the last few years, we saw them only two or three times: at least I did.
They had two beautiful, teenaged daughters who were friends with Jessica.
Speaking of Jessica, she was the bright spot in my hectic life. She was small, funny, and cute. She always brought a smile to my face. Unlike her brothers, she studied hard and was an excellent student. All she wanted was good SAT scores and acceptance at a great school. I did everything I could to help her.
Brian and Baxter were just the opposite. Not only were they not interested in academics, but they had no desire to participate in sports either. I tried several times to get them involved in my computer projects with no success. Most of my contact with them was of a preventive or corrective nature. I would adjust situations and their mother would over-ride me. Now I understood why.
Marcie was always a good wife. She never denied me sex and quite often initiated it. She kept a clean house and was never demanding. She was a great mother and a wife that I felt I could be proud of. It appears that she was also a fabulous actress.
I was finishing my third longneck when Jessica got home from school. There was no telling when the boys would be getting home. Usually they missed supper several times a week, and Marcie said nothing. I gave up arguing about it a long time ago.
"Hi dad. What are you doing home? Where's mom?"
I struggled out of the recliner and gathered up my empties. "Your mother asked me to come home for lunch today so that she could tell me that she wanted a divorce." My words sounded a little slurred, even to myself. I am not a good drinker.
"I'll get them. Sit down. I guess that explains why you are drinking in the middle of the day." Jessica took the bottles from me and carried them into the kitchen.
"You didn't have a clue, did you dad?"
"Nope." I watched as she kicked off her shoes and plopped down on the floor.
"What is going to happen now?"
"You and the boys and going to go live with your mother at Langford King's house: the mansion on the hill. Your mother always wanted to be rich, apparently."
"It's not a mansion. It's just a big old house that his father built years ago."
We sat silently for a few moments.
"Did you know that I am not the father of your brothers?"
"Yeah. Brian and Baxter joke about it a lot. I guess mom told them years ago. Every time you chew them out for something, they take it and then go somewhere and laugh."
"Well I guess that explains a lot, doesn't it? How come you know all about this?"
"I have known for years, but didn't want to say anything. You seemed happy enough and I didn't want to rock the boat. A couple of weeks ago, Lisbeth and Carla told me that they were moving to Lancaster. Their mother caught mom and Mister King in bed together. I figured that something would happen soon."
"You could mentioned it."
"I don't think so."
There was another moment of quiet.
"I'd rather stay here with you. You'll need someone to help around the house."
"That would never fly. The court wouldn't allow it. I did work out a little compromise however."
"How is that going to work?"
"You get to stay here every weekend and every school break, including summer."
"I can make that work. Why don't you go take a shower and I will order in some pizza."
While we were eating, Jessica presented her plan for the separation. She would come to our house Friday after school and stay until she went back to school Monday morning. I thought it was better than anything I had imagined. We were still discussing the details when the phone rang.
"John. I just wanted to let you know that the boys are here and will being staying overnight. Tomorrow, while you are at work, the kids and I will move our things over here. They can afford to miss a day of school. Jessica can spend the evening deciding what she wants to bring with her and what she wants to keep there. I don't see any reason why we can't start the new arrangement right away, do you?"
"No. That sounds fine with me. I'll let Jessica know."
The re-allocation of bodies seemed to go smoothly. I found myself alone in the house, and, to tell you the truth a little relieved. I had a hard time concentrating at work because I kept trying to figure out where I went wrong. My constantly kicking myself for being completely in the dark about my wife's relationship with a close friend, did not improve things. Elton and his wife, Beth, offered a shoulder for me to cry on, and I readily accepted. The obvious answer was booze, but I decided against it. Instead, I started spending even more time on the server project. Beth wasn't too thrilled about Elton working more hours than he was, and I ended up having to send him home several times.
The divorce papers got filed and Jessica started spending her weekends with me. She was careful not to say anything derogatory about her mother, but she also never seemed to have anything good to say. She seemed a little annoyed at the amount of time I was spending on the server development, but didn't complain. She stayed busy doing the washing and housework that Marcie was no longer available to do. It was not my intent to use her that way, but she seemed glad to have something to keep her busy, other than studying for her SATs. I always made time to have meals with her.
It was late Spring when things started to get better. Jessica was accepted at the University of Oregon and also approved for a senior year abroad, in Spain. She was worried that Marcie would not let her go, for some reason, but she needed her permission. I didn't understand her concern until I found out that she had not told her mother about her college applications or about the exchange program request. At my suggestion, Jessica asked her mother to sign the permission slip to go overseas by presenting it as a class trip, without any further elaborations. Marcie signed the paper without even looking at it. The next week we applied for her passport.
My divorce was final. Langford was still fighting with Joyce about his. Joyce wanted blood. Marcie gave me all rights to the house, but I didn't know what I was going to do with it yet.
As Elton and I finished up the server project, Beth was using her computer skills to create a fancy presentation. We prepared a slide show and had the handouts professionally printed. A week later, we had a contract to provide a hardware system for the State Turnpike Commission and a hefty check to go with it. I was forced to quit work in order to get it done. Since I no longer had a family, a steady job was not that important. Elton, on the other hand, could not afford to give up his day job, but he was putting in long nights and every weekend to get things up and running. Beth seemed a little more supportive by this time. We had no trouble hiring several college students to help with the installation. Wireless technology seemed to make everything simpler, and the whole setup was put together from off-the-shelf components. In six weeks, we had a fully operational system. It had a few glitches, but the customer was elated. Two days later, the State Department of Corrections called to set up an appointment. Elton quit his job and Beth announced that she was pregnant.
The second contract went a lot smoother. A couple of the students had graduated and were happy to be hired on full-time. Elton struggled without me for a week as I escorted my daughter to Barcelona. I needed the vacation and Jessica felt better with me along. Marcie was furious when she found out about the trip and also when I stopped sending her the support checks. I could easily afford to pay them, but I felt like pissing her off. All I had to do was hold on for five more months until Jessica was eighteen.
We were getting inquiries faster than we could respond to them. I became the full-time contact man and was traveling constantly. Elton took care of things at home, for the most part. We had to rent a small office that Beth quickly took charge of. She was happy that I was doing most of the traveling. Beth was forced to hire some office help so that they would be trained by the time she had the baby, and we also put a lawyer on retainer. Things were going better than we ever had anticipated. We were encouraged to incorporate by our legal beagle, but he sub-contracted the job out to a professional firm in Philadelphia.
It was lonely in the house again. I could endure a few days without Jessica, because I always knew she would be there for the weekends. Now, I spent a lot of time sending e-mails and making overseas phones calls. I guess being busy kept me from dwelling on my loneliness. I never heard from Marcie or the boys.
I spent Christmas in Spain with my daughter. Everything was wonderful.
In four months, Jessica would be coming home and then on to Oregon for college.
It was easy to get a ritual going, when I wasn't traveling. Every morning I would have the same breakfast at the same seat in the same diner. It only took a few weeks until I became a fixture.
When I wasn't thinking about the project, I spent a lot of time dwelling on what went wrong with my marriage. The more I thought about it, the more bitter I became. I needed closure and I needed some sort of satisfaction. My wife had humiliated me for fifteen years. How could I possibly let that slide? A small item on the third page of the morning paper gave me some hope.
Phillip Hughes was suing King Carpets for improper termination. It seemed that Phillip had been the general manager at King Carpet for over ten years. He had worked for Foster King before he retired and stayed on. Apparently, Foster King was an honorable man and ran a straight business. Langford did things a little differently. Phillip refused to accept the shoddy workmanship and inferior products that Langford was leaning towards. When he complained, Langford fired him. It was a weak law suit and he had only a small chance of winning. I decided that I wanted to meet Mister Hughes.
My bank account was larger than it had ever been. Jessica was settled in at college and I had already paid for the first year. Things were starting to look good. I had not heard from Marcie in several months. She had no idea how well the new business was going, or even knew that it existed.
It only took me ten minutes to convince Phillip Hughes to drop the lawsuit against Langford King. He had wanted to open his own carpet business for several years, but he did not have the money or the backing. Elton was more than willing to put up half of the money. He and Beth both thought it would be a good investment. Other than King Carpets, the only competition would be the two big home improvement stores in the area. Phillip was confident that with the right customer service and prices he could hold his own against them. Elton and I both liked Hughes and allowed him to proceed on his own, with our financial blessings. In six months, Empire Carpet was fully operational and making money.
During the same time frame, Elton and I had expanded into our sixth state. Our server system proved to be a perfect fit for most government operations with numerous locations. We never had to advertise. The business grew by itself, and in a short period of time we were completely overwhelmed. It was hard to tell if we were extremely happy or extremely frustrated. The nicest aspect about the whole thing was the monthly checks that just kept coming and coming.
Brian and Baxter had been arrested for selling drugs. Most of the dealings were at their high school. It took our lawyer over a half a day to convince the authorities that I was no longer responsible for their actions. By the end of the day, papers were filed relieving me of all parental responsibilities for both of them. I got a call later that evening from Marcie reprimanding me for my actions. I hung up on her and turned off my cell phone. In a few months, they would be eighteen and responsible for their own lives. I raised them, but I never really liked the suckers.
After we got two inquiries from the great state of California, Serpentine Enterprises from Palo Alto, made a formal offer to buy out our small enterprise. We had been in business just slightly over two years and they offered us sixty million dollars in cash, plus some stock options for the business. We had no trouble at all accepting the deal. Elton agreed to stay with the company at a ridiculous salary, but would have to move to San Francisco. Beth said she would divorce him if he didn't take it. Three of our young engineers would become overnight millionaires before they were twenty five years old. I decided to retire.
The realtor was putting his "For Sale" sign on the front yard when a van pulled into the driveway. It was one of those custom-built jobs, with a special wheelchair ramp attached to the side. I watched from the porch as a good looking Latino woman came around from the driver's door and activated the ramp mechanism. It was evident that she had done this a hundred times before. In less than a minute, an older man, who I recognized immediately as Foster King, was driving a motorized cart up my sidewalk. The porch steps would keep him from going any further, so I walked over to greet him.
"Do you know who I am young man?" I was flattered at being referred to as a young man. Maybe that was his way of getting me off guard.
"Of course. I recognize you from your TV commercials. You sure did get old."
My sassiness got me a little grin. The grim expression that he approached me with, seemed to wilt away at my obviously childish comment about his age. He wiggled around in the cart a little before surprising me again. "I need a beer. Do you have any cold beer? In a bottle, not one of those damn cans."
"There are some Foster's in the fridge. Do you want to come in or shall I bring them out here?"
"Just relax. Maya can get them. Sit down. We have to talk."
Maya stepped around me as I sat on the porch steps. I have to admit, the old codger had my attention, but so did Maya. She had on a white blouse and black slacks. The slacks were not especially tight, but snug enough to show off a nice butt. It wasn't what I would call little, but it was well-shaped.
"Easy there boy. She will be right back." Foster King caught me looking at his lady friend and took the opportunity to get a zinger in.
"Sorry. No offense intended, but she is quite attractive."
"Why the hell do you think I hired her?"
"I hope it was to seduce me."
"In your dreams, young man. She is more woman that you could handle."
We were both laughing when Maya returned with the longnecks. She gave us both a funny look when we suddenly stopped.



"You didn't come here to drink my beer, Mister King. What can I do for you?"
Maya was half sitting and half standing with one leg on the porch railing. He caught me looking again and snickered.
"You are causing me many problems Mister Terrell. A good percentage of my retirement income comes from the profits that are generated by my business. That income has been steadily going down lately and I have discovered that you might just be the cause of it. I would like to give you a chance to explain yourself before I have you killed."
"Now Foster, please behave. You promised me that you wouldn't be pulling any of that crap. Apologize to Mister Terrell." It was the first that Maya had spoken since they arrived. I was expecting an accent of some sorts, but she spoke perfect English.
"Damn it. She won't let me have any fun." Foster finished what was left in the bottle with one final swig. "Sorry, John. I was just trying to get your attention. I promise not to have you wacked." He said that last part with a fake Italian accent and then gave me a small smile.
"Who did you talk to before coming to see me?"
"Last night, I had supper with my son, and that sleazy broad he is sleeping with. He claims that you caused all the problems. It was hard to get any facts out of him because he just kept running on about you trying to get revenge for something. I finally got fed up with him and left early. Never even got to see my granddaughters. I was hoping you could give me some facts instead of bullshit."
Before I could say anything, Maya got off the rail and whispered something into Foster's ear.
"Oh shit." He smacked his hand against the arm of the cart. "That explains everything. Why the hell didn't you tell me that last night, Maya? Sometimes I wonder what I pay you for."
"You pay me because I am the only one that will put up with you."
"Mister Terrell. I didn't realize that the woman staying with my son was your ex-wife. I apologize for referring to her as sleazy. To be honest, I don't understand why you would be upset at my son for taking her. Seems to me that you would be thanking him."
"I take it that you didn't like her."
"Not particularly. She got a little huffy when I asked Langford where my granddaughters were."
"Joyce and the girls are staying with her parents in Lancaster."
"You know Joyce."
"Very well. I consider her a good friend. Can't say the same for your son."
"Well all this is very interesting, but I still need to get down to the business I came for."
"Mister King. Did you talk to Phillip Hughes yet?"
"No, why should I?"
"Is he a person to be trusted? If so, don't you think that he might be able to give you the best answers?"
Foster sat quietly while thinking. "Can I have another beer?"
"No." She didn't quibble or hesitate. It appeared that Maya was in charge of his well being, if nothing else.
"I am leaving. Tomorrow I will be talking to Phillip and I will be visiting my granddaughters." Foster King was a decisive man. He had the cart motoring towards the driveway before Maya could get up. She smiled at me as she rushed to catch up. I was hoping to see her again. All of a sudden, I was thinking about how long it had been since I had sex. Maya was as efficient at getting Foster into the van as she had been getting him out. Before the door closed, he looked at me.
"Don't leave town John Terrell. We still have business."
I found the visit to be enlightening. After killing another beer, I had a long, cold shower. I think Maya had gotten to me. She was probably married or hooked up with some young hunk, but I could still daydream.
That evening, I had a surprise visit from my ex-wife.
"John, what the hell are you doing? Langford said that you are behind this Empire Carpet fiasco. I told him it was a mistake, but he insists that you are trying to drive him out of business."
"Marcie. King Carpet has been a fixture in this town since we were kids. I don't know a damn thing about the carpet business, so what makes you believe that I had anything to do with it?"
"Don't play the fool with me, John. I know you better than that. You and Elton own the building that the new store is in and your names are on all the forms and papers that were required for the startup of the business. Langford has friends who were able to find this out with no problem. Phillip Hughes is just a front."
"You are right of course. I never could fool you, could I?"
"Well what are you going to do? Are you going to stop it?"
"Hell no. Elton and I have too much money invested in this to just walk away. If you pay attention, I think things might get even worse over the next few days."
"What else are you going to do? How can it get any worse than it is?"
"I am not sure. In fact, I could be wrong. Forget that I said anything." Of course the seed had been planted. There was no way she could forget it now.
It was apparent that my wife was disgusted with me. She walked to the door and then turned before leaving. "The way that you treated Brian and Baxter, after their arrest, was terrible. You raised those boys and you should have shown a hell of a lot more compassion for them than you did. I expected more from you."
"I am just curious, Marcie. When did you tell the boys that I was not their father?"
"Is that important?"
"I think so."
"About three years ago, they accidentally came across me and Langford having coffee at a small shop off Bleaker Street. There was a confrontation and it started to get nasty. I decided that it was a great time to tell them the truth. They actually took it better than I expected."
"Okay. Well that explains a lot." I gave my ex-wife a big smile. "By the way, I am going to see Jessica tomorrow. Do you want me to say hello for you?"
"Don't bother. She has made it perfectly clear that I failed as a wife and a mother, as far as she is concerned. I'll take care of my boys and you can pamper your precious daughter all that you like." She slammed the door as she left.
I spent the next week with Jessica. She took as much time away from her studies as she could, and showed me all of her favorite places within a hundred miles. I was not surprised when she told me that she wanted to stay in the area after graduation. I missed her, but I felt proud that she was doing well. A few surprises were waiting for me when I got home.
Foster King had been a busy man. I had no idea why he was confined to that motorized cart, or if he really needed it. Apparently, his money and influence in the area meant a lot. In one quick swoop Joyce King had a new team of the sharpest lawyers in the state. By the end of the week, she was back in her old home and Langford and Marcie were in a motel living out of suitcases. I had no idea where the boys were. All I knew for sure was that they had been thrown out of school and were awaiting some type of trial or hearing. I didn't concern myself with it too much. Joyce had sent all of Langford and Marcie's clothes and other belongings to a storage facility.
My plans to use Phillip Hughes to put the King Carpet company out of business came to a screeching halt. It appeared that Langford never owned the company. Foster had kept it in his name and had also kept control over the whole operation, although he had not exercised it over the past few years. Phillip had left several calls on my answering machine, insisting that we needed to talk.
There was no way that I could have known that Phillip Hughes and Joyce King were friends. I didn't exactly know how good friends they were, but they were close enough to confide in each other. Foster King fired his son and got a court order to keep him away from the business and anything related to the business, including the company car. He also appointed Joyce as the new manager of the operation. Since she had no real experience in the business, her only recourse was to ask Phillip for help. Phillip was torn between his loyalty to Elton and me, and his desire to help Joyce. He desperately wanted to make everyone happy and was seeking my counsel. Elton was three thousand miles away.
My realtor had two offers on the house waiting for my review. One of them wanted possession within thirty days, so I took it. Jessica was gone, Elton and Beth were gone, and I had no reason to remain in the area. The realtor was putting the "SOLD" sign on the house when Marcie pulled up.
She stood in the driveway and stared at the word "SOLD" for the longest time, before walking up to the house.
"Is it a done deal, or do they have to get financing or credit approval?"
"It's a lock. They had cash and they wanted it now. I will be out of here by the end of the week. Why do you care?"
"Joyce King got a fancy lawyer, and was able to steal Langford's house away from him. We were looking for a place to live until we can find a new one to buy. I just thought that you might want to rent this one."
"Sorry. You're too late, but I am sure with all of Langford's money you will have no trouble finding a place." I was snickering to myself as I said that. She had no idea that I was fully aware of the financial difficulties they were going through. I was pretty sure that Foster King was not going to cut his wayward son any slack. Phillip had briefed Foster on how Langford was handling the business and about the way he treated his wife. Daddy was not happy.
Marcie did not push the subject any further. As she left, I noticed the "Alamo Car Rental" sticker on the back bumper of the car.
Phillip Hughes and Joyce King came to see me that evening. I was amazed at how well they got along together. It did not take us long to reach an agreement. Empire Carpets would become Empire Floors, and sell only tile and wood flooring. King Carpets would sell only carpet. Phillip did not envision any problems in running both operations, but would only do it if Elton and I agreed. He felt that the two businesses would complement each other. He also indicated that after a few years, King Carpet might be interested in buying out Empire. I thought that was very clever of him. I noticed that Joyce had an embarrassed smile on her face when he said that. I guess they were closer than I had thought.
All of the furniture and things in the house, I gave to the Salvation Army. In fact, I also gave them most of my clothes. I was due to get a new wardrobe and this was a good time to do it. By the time I got done picking and choosing, I could get everything I wanted or needed in my car.
I spent a full day closing accounts and making sure that I had no outstanding debts. Somehow, Foster King got a hold of my cell phone number and coerced me into joining him for supper that evening. It would be my last day in town. I was sure that things would go well, and I was actually looking forward to seeing Maya again.
Foster King was a proud man and also liked to gloat a little. He gave me a quick rundown of his meetings with Hughes and with Joyce. There was no doubt in his mind that the actions that he took against his son were well- deserved. He thanked me for allowing Hughes to help Joyce. I tried to listen to every word that he said, mainly to be polite, but my eyes kept wandering towards Maya. She wore a gray-green evening dress that made her eyes glow. Her hair and make-up were perfect. Foster noticed the distraction and stopped once in mid-sentence just to make me feel uncomfortable. His laugh gave away his intentions. Maya did not join in the conversation other than to stop Foster from reordering drinks and not allowing him to order desert. He faked a little pout and made a half-hearted remark under his breath.
Maya excused herself to go to ladies room and it gave Foster an opportunity to confront me.
"What are your intentions after your house is sold?"
"The house is sold and I am leaving for San Francisco tomorrow morning to see my friends, Elton and Beth. They have a new baby and named her after me."
"They named their baby girl John?"
"Well, actually, Johnnie. How could I say no?"
"Where are you going when you come back?"
"I have no idea. I am leaving my car at the airport, which is packed with everything that I own. I guess I will be driving South until something hits my fancy."
"I have a better idea. Come stay with me. My house is way too big for just me, and I hate seeing Maya alone all the time."
"Foster, what the hell are you getting at?"
"Maya's husband was killed in a car accident about three years ago. She has no friends in West Palm Beach and few opportunities to meet any eligible men. You are the only man that I saw her express any interest in over the last year."
"Did she say something?"
"No, but I noticed the way that she looks at you, and she is always interested when I talk about you. I'll tell you what. Come down and stay with us for a month. If nothing comes of it, you can jump in your car and start wandering around again. You have nothing to lose, and I would really enjoy the company."
The conversation ended when Maya returned to the table. She smiled at both of us, as if we had just done something bad and was condoning it. I was definitely going to go to West Palm Beach.
My visit with Elton and Beth went perfectly. The new owners were able to expand the operation over twenty states and several overseas locations. In a few years, the stock options would probably be worth far more than the actual cash we were paid. Johnnie was adorable. I am sure that she will be cussing her parents for giving her a boys name, but I will be the best godfather a kid could ever have.
I called Phillip Hughes as soon as I got back home, just to make sure everything was okay, before I left. The business was fine and he gave me a quick update on Langford. It seems that he had a good amount of personal debts that were not covered by the business accounts or assets. The cost of the divorce plus the expense of hiring a lawyer for Brian and Baxter had pretty well done him in. He had no credit, no cash, and no prospects. I felt good for Marcie.
Two days later, I was in West Palm Beach. Foster King must have been richer than I thought, because the waterfront home was magnificent. Every chance the old coot got, he was throwing me and Maya together. He insisted that she show me every restaurant in South Florida. After a while, we would pretend to go out, but actually stay in and watch TV in the beach house. Eating out every night sounds better than it really is. I think he knew what we were doing, but considered that to be just as good as what we were getting out of doing. We enjoyed our time with Foster, but we were starting to enjoy our time together even more. It seemed to make him happy.
Maya and I started sleeping together after the third week. Foster knew about it of course, and started to tease us relentlessly. He didn't stop until I moved into her bedroom. That seemed to make him happy.
Life was good. My financial situation was unbelievable. I was living in a waterfront mansion with no expenses, and sharing my bed with a beautiful woman. My money was making more interest than I could spend and my stock options were growing so fast that it made my eyes blink. I did treat myself to a new car: I always wanted a Mercedes.
Joyce's divorce was finalized and Phillip Hughes wasted no time moving in with her. Marcie however had second thoughts. All of a sudden, being married to Langford King did not seem like a good idea. Marcie seemed to disappear into the night. Jessica and I never heard from her again.
Before the end of the year, Foster asked me to witness his new will. I never found out what exactly was wrong with him, but he seemed to be going downhill fast. He left all of his assets to Lisbeth and Carla, to be held in trust by their mother until they were twenty-five years old. He left the business to Joyce with the provision that she be married within a year of his death. He left the house in West Palm Beach to Maya, with the same provision.
Things didn't work out as I had planned, but who was I to complain. Oh yes, I will be getting married sooner than I expected, because I just found out that Maya will becoming a mother. If it is a girl, I am not going to name her Elton.
Epilogue: Brian and Baxter decided to seek their fortune in Mexico, but things did not go well for them there. Marcie appeared from somewhere, and asked me to help her with their legal expenses. I gave her ten thousand dollars and never saw her or the boys again. Jessica finished her studies and moved to Barcelona. I am not sure, but I think she met a young man while she was there. Foster held on for two more years. There was no autopsy, and I still don't know what was wrong with him. He lived long enough to be the godfather to my new daughter, Foster Anne Maria Terrell. I'll name the next one Elton.
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"What are you doing home? Why aren't you at work? What are you packing for?"
I thought the questions wouldn't end. It would be nice if she gave me a chance to answer one of them before the next one came. Caitlin was standing by the bedroom door watching me pack. I took a lot of trips, but this time I was packing to leave and she could tell the difference.
"I lost my security clearance and I got fired."
"What? Bryan, that doesn't make sense. Can they do that? Don't you have to have a hearing or something?"
"They spent three hours explaining it to me this morning."
"Can you explain it to me a little bit better than that?"
Caitlin perched herself on the far side of the bed waiting for my reply.
"Let me ask you a few questions. Your answers might explain what happened." I continued to pack.
"I don't understand."
"Caitlin, what did you do yesterday morning before you went to work?"
"What I always do. I stopped at Starbucks and had coffee. Why?"
"Do you have coffee alone?"
"Usually."
"How about yesterday?"
There was a short hesitation before she answered. "I ran into an old friend that I went to Georgetown with."
"Does your friend have a name?"
"Ari. Ari Humeda. He was an exchange student from Lebanon."
"How good a friend was Ari?"
"What do you mean?"
"You said he was an old friend. How good a friend? Was he a casual acquaintance, a classmate, or was he someone you might have dated?"
I watched my wife squirm on the bed a little. She was trying to choose her words carefully. "Ari and I dated for a while."
"How long is a while?"
"Damn it, Bryan. What is the purpose of these questions? We agreed before we were married that we would not question each other about prior relationships. Do you remember that?"
"I am in a hurry here, Caitlin. Can you just answer the question?"
"We dated for about eighteen months. I still don't understand why that is important."
"What happened after coffee?"
"I went to work."
"Right away, or did you make a stop?"
Caitlin started to wring her hands. She seemed a little uncomfortable on the bed. "Ari had forgotten his laptop, so I walked with him while he went to get it."
"Where did he forget it at?"
"Why? Why all these questions?"
"Where, Caitlin?"
"He left it in his room. I walked with him while he got it."
"Did you go into his room?"
"Yeah. But it was just for a few minutes."
"Caitlin, it is bad enough that you are avoiding my questions, but it is totally unacceptable when you lie."
"I don't understand."
I stopped packing momentarily and glared at my wife. My tone of voiced changed from casual to forceful. "How long were you in that room with Ari Humeda? No bullshit, just answer the question."
She was confused now. "I don't remember. It might have been longer than a few minutes. We started talking and reminiscing about old times. I wasn't keeping track of the time. I am not sure how long I was there."
"It was two hours and forty - seven minutes, Caitlin. From the time you walked into his room until the time that you left, it was two hours and forty - seven minutes. Tell me what you talked about for almost three hours."
"I don't understand, Bryan. Why are you doing this? How do you know this? What does this have to do with you being fired?"
There she goes again asking questions faster than I can answer them.
"That is the reason I got fired, Caitlin."
"That doesn't make sense. Just because I spent some time with an old friend is not justification for you losing your job."
I was starting on my last suitcase. I had the first two sitting by the apartment door.
"The problem is not that you spent time with him. The problem is what you talked about."
Caitlin became quiet and was sitting perfectly still. "How do you know what we talked about?"
"The FBI has had his room bugged since he arrived in town last week. I spent three hours this morning listening to those tapes. Two hours and forty - seven minutes of it while you were there, and ten minutes that he talked on the phone after you left."
"You heard everything?"
I nodded in the affirmative.
"Oh God, no. I am so sorry Bryan. Ari and I were together for so long at college, and getting together with him yesterday for a few hours just felt so normal: so natural. I never intended to hurt you. Our marriage is more important than that."
"Listening to the two of you having sex like a couple of animals was bad enough, but that is not what got me fired. The government doesn't care if my wife is a slut, but they do care when she passes on national secrets to foreign agents. Everything would have been fine if you had just screwed him and blew him, but no, you had to brag about the important work that your husband was doing for the National Security Agency."
"Bryan, I didn't realize it. I didn't know about Ari. I was proud of you and what you were doing. I was trying to impress Ari with your importance and how well I had married. I didn't actually tell him anything about what you did: just places that you had gone to and people that you had met. I just talked about simply, unimportant things."
"It was a set up Caitlin. After you left, he called his superiors and reported that his seduction of the wife of a NSA agent had gone smoothly and according to plan. He had video cameras in the room so that he could blackmail you later. For your information, the things that you told him about yesterday, were in fact important, more so than you would ever know."
She was now sitting on the edge of the bed crying. I finished packing the last suitcase and placed it with the others. Where are you going? How can I contact you? How can we make this right?"
There she goes with the questions again.
" I have a plane to catch in sixty minutes. I don't think we will be talking again, Caitlin. Good bye."
There was knock on the door. Two federal agents in gray suits quietly entered the room. I stepped around them, and moved my three suitcases out into the hallway. As I was leaving I heard the first man speak to my wife.
"Caitlin Sorenson, the Department of Homeland Security would like to speak with you. Would you come with us, please?"
Walking to my waiting taxi, I couldn't help thinking "What the hell was I going to do in Belize?"
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I guess that my biggest problem has always been my physical appearance. I am not what every woman imagines when she dreams about her 'knight in shining armor.' I am a big 'sucker;' coming in at six foot and three inches, and almost three hundred pounds. Fortunately, there is almost no body fat. My nose is fat and is emphasized by my deep-set, squinty eyes. I have all of my teeth and all of my hair, but that doesn't do anything to improve the overall picture. I work hard as a heavy equipment operator, so I wear my sandy hair in a burr cut. It is easier to keep it clean and it stays out of my face.
With all of my shortcomings, I felt blessed that I had been able to find a woman to marry and spend my life with. Loretta was not an ugly girl, but she was no raving beauty either. As far as I was concerned, there was not a damn thing wrong with her. Of course, compared to me, she was petite, at five foot two inches. She tolerated my grossness and always made fun of it, in a good way. When she teased me, I never felt that I had been insulted or put down. It was nice that I could feel comfortable with her.
We married young and had a son, Brian, who is now sixteen and a daughter, Monica, who is a year younger. Luckily, the kids looked more like their mother more than me. The kids were both smart and well-mannered. I was a proud father as well as a contented, and happy husband.
I worked for my Uncle Sal, as a heavy equipment operator. It was more or less a family business, but Uncle Sal was the one running the show. We all took salaries and worked as many hours as we could. At the end of the year, any profits that were not going into new equipment, were distributed between the family. It was a nice arrangement.
Loretta took a job in a small company that did property appraisals for banks and investment companies. She didn't actually do the appraisals, but took care of all the typing, filing, and data entry stuff. Life was good and I should have left it at that.
It was a small thing that started me thinking. I just happened to notice what appeared to be a hickey on my wife's neck. Normally, I would have teased her about it, but for some reason at this time, I didn't. If it was a hickey, I know that I didn't put it there. It could have been a bug bite, or maybe an ingrown hair. She compounded my anxiety by trying to cover it up with make-up while we were at home. I could understand why she would want to cover it up, if she went out, but why would she bother to do it at home?
If Loretta was seeing anyone else, then she was doing it during the day. She never went out at night when I wasn't along. I was sure that she wasn't meeting anyone at the house. It ate at me for a whole week. Of course, by that time, the love bite was gone, but the memory of it lingered on.
Our sex life was fine. Maybe I wasn't as romantic as I should have been, but I always bought her flowers for no reason, and I never forgot her birthday or our anniversary. We went out to eat on a regular basis and took in a few shows or movies whenever we could. Every year we took a family vacation to someplace special. I appreciated her as a wife and as a companion. Now I was driving myself crazy with doubt about a stupid red spot on her neck.
Things were a little slow at work so Uncle Sal had no trouble giving me a few days off. I had no idea what I was looking for, or what I was going to do. I decided to just to follow her around and see if anything happened. I borrowed a car from one of the guys at work and bought a crossword puzzle book.
Nothing happened for two days. I followed her to work, to lunch and back to home. I was beginning to feel like a fool, until the third day.
Loretta came out of the office for lunch a little earlier than she normally did. She didn't go to her car, but walked around to the side of the building. A white, four- door company car came around from the back of the building, and Loretta got into the passenger's side. Okay, she was going to lunch with somebody from work. A little different than the previous two days, but not that unusual.
I had no trouble at all following them, and then my worst fear was realized. The white car pulled into the parking lot of one of the small, sleazy motels near the Iinterstate ramp. I recognized the guy as one of the appraisers that Loretta worked with: Tom something. He already had a key. They walked into the room as if they had done it a hundred times before. He was a good looking fellow, who was about ten years younger than Loretta. They drew the curtains across the window and closed the blinds.
Unfortunately, I had not thought this far ahead. I had no idea what to do now. I guess the reasonable thing to do would be to wait until Loretta got home that evening and then confront her. Emotions won out over reason. I got out of the car and walked to the motel door.
It was an older motel and the door and the door frame were wood. Even if it had a safety latch, a good shove would rip the screws right out of the jamb. It had been about ten minutes since they went into the room. I stopped one of the housekeepers and told her to call 911. She looked at me funnily and immediately grabbed her phone. I decided to wait about five more minutes before breaking down the door. My patience only lasted two.
I hit the door full force with my right shoulder. Not only did the safety lock give way, but the hinges came right out of the wall. The door hit the floor flat with a resounding boom, which scared the hell out of Loretta and her lover. They were naked in the bed, and before he could even get off of her, I had him by the neck.
Seeing my wife having sex with another man was more than I could handle. It was his fault because he knew that she was married. It was her fault for the same reason. My fury was unleashed. My wife had never seen it before. Tom what's-his-name, never recovered from the first two blows that broke several ribs. After that, he could not move and he could not catch his breath. I took my time and methodically beat every part of his face and body until it was bloody, bruised, or broken. Loretta was screaming at me to stop and at one point tried to grab me. My elbow caught her on the mouth during a backswing. She went sailing across the room with blood spewing from a split lip. Then everything went black.
When I woke up, I was handcuffed inside the back of a police cruiser. The EMT guys were bringing Tom out on a gurney and Loretta was standing by the ambulance getting her lip treated with a motel sheet wrapped around her body. She looked over at the cruiser, visualized me, and then burst into tears. A female police officer was walking her back into the room, as the police car left the motel parking lot.
I did not contest the charges and did not ask for a lawyer or a trial. Justice was swift. Since I had asked the maid to call 911 before I broke down the door, they called it premeditated. It didn't make a beans difference to me. I got two years of jail time.
My brother Louie was the only one to see me before I left for the state lockup. He promised to come see me after things settled down a little.
I had no trouble at my new home, especially after word got around about why I was there. It was ten days until Louie showed up.
"John, I was going to bring you some cigarettes, but then I remembered that you didn't smoke." He broke the tension with his little quip.
"Cut the crap, Louie. What is happening at home? Nobody told me anything and all I hear in this place is rumors and bullshit."
"It is as bad as it could be. The kids and the family are devastated and Loretta has been hiding in the house since it happened. Brian and Monica have been staying with mom and dad, but they are planning on going back to the house later this week. I don't know anything about Loretta, because she is not speaking to anyone. Her sister, Joyce, went over to the house, but Loretta wouldn't let her in."
"Is Loretta talking to the kids?"
"Nope. They have tried several times, but she refuses to talk to them at all. I don't think she will ever discuss what actually happened with anyone."
"I take it that she is not going to work?"
"Hell, she ain't even going out of the house. She is going to run out of food soon."
"Who is paying the bills?"
"I don't know. I'll ask Brian to see if he can figure something out later in the week. Monica is pretty determined to get back into the house, one way or the other."
"What about the guy?"
"His name is Tom Bostic. He is still in the hospital, and will probably be there a couple of more weeks."
"What the hell? All I did was beat on him a little. Why is he still in the damn hospital?"
"You beat on him a lot, John. Besides the broken ribs and collar bone, he had a lot of damage inside. I couldn't get all the details, but I think it had something to do with his kidneys and spleen. You didn't do his gonads any good either. He has to eat with a straw and something is wrong with one of his eyes."
"I guess I lost my temper."
"It seems that way."
" I think I need to talk to the kids. Can you bring them the next time you come up?"
"I don't see why not."
After Louie left I made a list of things that I felt needed to be taken care of at the house. Of course this was all based on what Louie had told me about Loretta's behavior. I felt some sort of obligation to insure that the household ran properly, at least until the kids finished school.
It was five days later when Brian and Monica showed up. Louie was not with them.
"Where is your uncle?"
"He had to work. I picked up mom's car at her office and we decided to drive up here ourselves." Brian seemed proud of himself.
"What was it doing at the office?"
"It has been there since the day you got arrested. Mom never picked it up. She hasn't driven or even left the house since."
"Is she all right?"
Monica shook her head and looked up. "No. She doesn't talk and just flits around. She won't answer any questions and refuses to take any calls on the phone. The answering machine was full. I tried to answer as many calls as I could, but just the ones from relatives. There were even reporters calling."
"Are you guys going to be all right there, or do you want to stay with your grandparents?"
"I think we will be fine, dad. We just have to get some sort of routine set up." Brian seemed confident and I was glad that my children were taking control of things.
We spent the next hour discussing what they could do and how I might be able to help. I was still drawing my salary, so I suggested that we put all the utility bills on auto-pay. I told Monica to get her mother's ATM card so that they would be able to get cash for other expenses. It also worked as a debit card, which would simplify some other expenses. Brian would take care of the yard work and the motor vehicles, as well as helping Monica with the housekeeping and cooking. Apparently, Loretta was still able to take care of herself, but just lost all desire for socializing. Monica indicated that she was getting a little compulsive about the housecleaning and general home appearance. She was constantly dusting and rearranging things for no reason. I couldn't tell if that was a good or a bad thing.
Before they left, I told Monica to tell her mother that I wanted to talk with her about what happened. Monica did not seem to think Loretta would want to do that, but she promised to try.
Loretta never came to the prison to see me. She never called and she never even wrote. Monica and Brian tried unsuccessfully, and they even got Loretta's sister, Joyce, involved.
Six months passed. Things had settled down, but I still had no clarification or explanation from my wife. Brian, Monica, and Louie came to visit on a regular basis, and a few guys from work took a day off to come and harass me. After that things got a little more interesting.
Within two weeks after Tom Bostic was injured, his wife served him with divorce papers. He didn't have a leg to stand on. He now had two kids to support plus alimony and house payments.
When Tom left the hospital, he was transferred to a rehabilitation facility. His expenses were starting to exceed his insurance, so he decided to file a lawsuit against me. It was complicated as hell and I didn't understand any of it. Uncle Sal came to the rescue. Within a week, the company lawyer filed countersuits against Bostic for alienation of affection, and against the company that Bostic and Loretta worked for. The lawyer was slick and he was noisy. All of a sudden, all of the lawsuits on both sides, evaporated. I didn't get anything, but I didn't have to pay anything either.
Three months later, the situation at home hadn't changed. Brian had completed school and enlisted in the Air Force. He would be leaving in a month. Since Monica now had her driver's license, they didn't believe that his leaving would pose any problem. Loretta was still not taking phone calls and still refused to leave the house. She was not causing any problems for Monica, but the situation could not go on for much longer. Loretta had begun to say "no" to Monica every time she tried to get her to talk to, or to see me. Monica began to come to see me by herself after Brian left. Sometimes, she would come with Louie. Loretta's sister, Joyce, came to see me once, and I never figured out why.
It was almost one year since I started my sentence. My wife had become a recluse and refused to see or talk to me, or anyone else. I spent many hours thinking about the situation. Loretta never apologized to me. She never asked for my forgiveness. She never gave me an explanation as to why she had the affair. She never offered any suggestions as to how we could resolve or correct what went wrong. She never admitted that anything went wrong. It was as if I was of no consequence. It made me feel small and unimportant. The fact that she would not acknowledge my feelings about the situation in any manner indicated to me that she felt that I was not worthy or deserving of her time or consideration. I felt like a bug on her windshield or a piece of dog poop on the bottom of her shoe. Once the problem of John was taken care of, she would never have to concern herself with it again. I would spend hours dwelling on things like this. I found that an inner rage was building up.
Tom Bostic had been released from rehabilitation and was living in an efficiency apartment near his work. Louie told me that he walked with a limp and seemed to have a tic in his right eye. I felt a little sorry for the guy, until Monica gave me some disturbing news.
Loretta was taking a shower when Monica needed some Midol. She was looking through her mother's purse when she found a prepaid cell phone hidden in the bottom. There was only one number programmed into the phone. Monica wrote down the number of the phone and the number that was in the directory. It was disturbing news. Of course, the way things were going, I was not going to be getting back together with Loretta under any circumstances. However the idea that she might still be in contact with Bostic infuriated me.
Two weeks later it was announced that 127 of us would be given early release. My name was on the list. I had no trouble while I was in jail, I had a job waiting for me when I got out, and I was a first time offender. How lucky can a man get?
Louie and Monica came to pick me up. I had decided to stay at my parents home for a while until Loretta could get accustomed to my being around. It was an unnecessary precaution. Loretta was gone. For the first time in a year, she left the house. She did not say anything to anyone and did not leave a note. A quick check revealed that she had taken most of her clothes and several suitcases. I avoided having to face my wife about her infidelity again, or should I say, she avoided me. I was looking forward to hearing how she would explain things. Of course, if she still refused to talk after I got home, I wouldn't have learned anything anyhow.
I also found out that Tom Bostic had quit work that week. Interesting.
Instead of staying with my parents, I moved back into the house with Monica. She seemed relieved to have me home, especially since she now had a steady boyfriend. Of course, that also meant that I was spending my nights home alone. I never thought that I would miss having my cell mates around. Any companionship was better than none.
I was back at work within the week. It was like I had never left. I felt obligated to Uncle Sal and the family to put in extra hours. No one denied me the opportunity. Somehow, I seemed to have lost my taste for beer over the last year. I know it sounds odd, but it just didn't satisfy my thirst the way it used to. I never was interested in hard liquor, so I found myself drinking a lot of coke and iced tea. I took a little ribbing about it, but I was immune to any peer pressure.
The bad part came at night when I found myself thinking about Loretta and Tom Bostic. They made a fool out of me. I didn't even know Bostic, but the treatment that I got from my wife was not deserved. I never treated her badly. I never abused her, physically or verbally. I was always respectful and loving. I did nothing to make her hate me. Of course, I got the feeling that she didn't really hate me, she just didn't feel anything at all. She just discarded me like an old slipper, without even thinking about it. It was humiliating.
Marcie tried to help the best that she could, but there wasn't much that she could do. I was happy that she found a companion, especially after the trouble she had the last year taking care of her mother. I wanted to give her all the time she needed to catch up. I was also trying not to let my depression show, whether at home, or at work. The more time that I spent at work, the less time I thought about Loretta. When I got home I was usually tired and slept well: usually.
It was a Sunday afternoon when I decided to go see Joyce. Joyce was Loretta's younger sister. She was divorced and had two children who were both in grade school. I always appreciated the fact that she came to see me while I was in prison, though I never could figure out why. Sometimes, I thought that if I had been a little friendlier when she visited, she might have come back again.
"John, how nice to see you. I heard that you were home again. Come on in. Would you like coffee or a beer?"
I followed my sister-in-law to the kitchen. "Coffee would be great."
"I guess I know why you are here. I don't know a lot, but I'll help if I can."
"The big question that you probably won't be able to help me with is 'why''?"
Joyce put two hot cups on the table and sat down across from me. "You are right, John. I can't help you. I asked her several times and several different ways, and she always either ignored me or changed the subject."
"I thought she wasn't talking to you."
"She refused to even see me until a week ago. All of a sudden, she wanted to talk."
There were a few moments of silence. It appeared that Joyce was willing to answer my questions, but she was a little cautious about volunteering anything.
"Joyce, why did you come up to see me at Graterford?"
"I don't know. I felt that Loretta had screwed you over somehow and I didn't think you deserved that. You didn't seem too happy to see me, so I never went back."
"Sorry. I was still hurting. I wasn't sure why you were there and I didn't know how to react. I guess I was a little oversensitive."
"Other than what I read in the papers, I still don't know what happened." Joyce sighed a little.
I sat my coffee down and let out a little laugh. "It was simple: she cheated: I caught them and I beat the crap out of the guy. End of story."



"Except that you spent a year in jail."
"I like to think of it as a vacation. It was better than one of those damn cruises."
We both tried to find some humor in the situation, but we had poor results.
"What are you really here for, John?"
"Where is she?" I tried to keep it simple, so that I could get a straight answer.
"Reno."
Damn. It worked. I asked a question and got an answer.
"Loretta came to see me to talk about my divorce. I couldn't help her, because I didn't have the answers that she was looking for."
"Why?"
"She is looking for a divorce that will allow her to get free without having to see you or contact you. I told her that she couldn't do that here. She seemed a little upset. She didn't want to go to Nevada because of the residency requirements, but she decided that it was her only option. The company that she worked for had a branch office in Reno. The guy she was with, Tom something, was able to get a transfer there. She intends to file for the divorce as soon as she is there long enough."
It all made sense. I didn't like it, but it made sense. I don't know why she didn't just do it while I was in jail. She could have sent me the papers and I would have gladly signed them and sent them back. She waited too long and screwed herself. "What the hell did I do wrong, Joyce?"
"I ask my sister that as she was leaving. She just smirked and walked out of the door without giving me an answer."
"I guess she decided that I wasn't good looking enough. I wish she would have told me before we were married."
"Then you never would have had Brian and Marcie."
It was all I could do to force a little smile.
"John, my husband was good looking and he was a bastard. It is a poor reason to marry a man. I won't make that mistake again."
"I guess I'll have to find a divorcee that used to have a good looking husband. Maybe I'll get lucky the next time." It was a stupid thing to say and I didn't realize it until the words left my mouth. Flustered, I stood up and thanked Joyce for the coffee and the conversation. I think I knew why she came up to Graterford to see me. Not only am I ugly, it appears that I am also a little dense. As I left, she looked a little embarrassed, and I felt bad.
I booked a week-long cruise to the Caribbean and gave the ticket to Louie. Louie wasn't married and I knew he would appreciate the trip, especially at my expense. In exchange, I got to borrow his car. The less he knew, the better. It took me three days to drive to Reno.
I found a vacant, deserted, bank repo house just east of Sparks, and I had no trouble at all, arranging for Tom Bostic to come and give me an appraisal. He arrived at the house with his trusty clip board and tape measure. Thirty minutes later he was in the trunk of Uncle Louie's car headed East.
I was about thirty miles outside of Winnemucca before I found a turn-off that I felt comfortable with. I don't know where the dirt road went to, but I only used the first mile. Tom was breathing when I put him into the trunk, but sometime in the last few hours he decided to stop. That was a shame because I wanted to talk to him a little more. I found a nice little ravine with lots of rocks and rough-looking vegetation. I took his watch, wallet, and cell phone, before throwing the body over the side. Somebody might find him eventually, but not till the coyotes and other critters were done with him.
I continued my drive East feeling a little less humiliated. I never thought of myself as a vengeful person, but it appeared that I really was. I stopped at a casino in Elko and left Tom's wallet in the men's room. I felt pretty confident that somebody would pick it up and make good use of the credit cards. Nobody would report the wallet missing, so nobody would be reporting the misuse of the credit cards. There was nothing special about the watch, so I just dropped it in a trash container.
I had just crossed into Utah and decided that I was going to call Joyce when I got home. Maybe nothing would come of it, but I should at least be able to enjoy a nice meal at a restaurant with her. I was starting to feel good about myself when the cell phone rang.
The ID showed the caller to be the same number than Marcie had given me. I guess I was going to get to talk to my wife after all.
"Tom, where the hell are you? Tom, are you there? Answer me."
My gravelly voice is as distinctive as my gross appearance. There was no way I could disguise it.
"I am sorry. You have a wrong number."
I listened for a moment: just long enough to hear my wife say "Oh God, no!"
I threw the cell phone out of the car window. In a few more days I would be home. I sure hope Louie is enjoying my vacation.
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I knew that things were going to be different as soon as I started my new school. I was born and raised in Philly and moving an hour away from the city would definitely take some adjustment. By adjustment, that meant that I had to learn to live with it.
I kept my nose clean and stayed out of trouble at the request of my father and insistence of my mother.
The population was diversified to say the least. Some Blacks, some Spics, a few Italians, and Jews. The majority were hard-headed Dutchies. They weren't Amish or Mennonites, just German Lutherans, who dominated the area and everything in it. It was a melting pot, so I had no real trouble blending in, but I missed my Philly friends.
I stayed in the area after graduation, mainly to be close to my family. I still made regular trips to the old neighborhood and stayed close with my old friends.
I got my first job driving a fuel oil delivery truck. In a few years I was working inside, dispatching, and taking orders. I had a knack for the business and could actually see myself as an owner of a similar operation in a few years.
I had no trouble finding friends of the opposite sex and my social life was better than I had expected. When I got married, my mother was a little disappointed that my new wife was not Italian, but she did her best to make sure that Marcie was accepted with no reservations. After two kids, Marcie insisted that I get clipped. I had no problem with that, but once the kids started school, Marcie wanted to go to work.
My father never felt that it was a good idea for a wife and mother to work. I am not completely sure of the rationale behind this, but looking back, it made sense. It wasn't that I minded Marcie working, as much as I disliked the fact that she was socializing with people that she knew and grew up with. I liked some of her friends, but not all of them. In school, she had been involved in all sorts of student activities and she really enjoyed them. I avoided such things and the people that were doing them. I always felt that they were a bunch of snobs sitting around stroking each other's egos. I knew that she had been sexually active before I met her, but I was also. We never discussed things that we did before we were together. It wasn't a rule or anything, just something that we fell into.
We were married for about ten years when things started to come apart. Marcie had been working in the claims department of one of the local national insurance companies. I got concerned when she started working overtime and weekends. Six months later, I knew that I had to end it, when the seminar came up.
"Tony, I just don't understand what the problem is? It is only for three days. I already talked to your mom and she agreed to stay with the kids while I am gone. You will be home in the evenings. I know you can cook for yourself."
I couldn't believe that she had the guts to ask in the first place.
"Who is going on this seminar?" She seemed to perk up a little when I responded.
"Six girls from the department, Betty Klink from personnel and Rodney."
I smiled when she said his name. I was amazed that she hadn't figured out that I knew all about her special lunches and night work sessions with her immediate boss, Rodney Foote. Rodney and Marcie grew up together. He was one of the kids that was in every club and participated in every activity, other than sports, when he was in school.
"Do you take me for some kind of a fool, Marcie?"
"I don't understand. What are you talking about?"
"I have known about you and Rodney for six months now. If you think I am going to let you go away with him for three days you are out of your mind."
"Tony, what are you talking about? Rodney is my boss. There is nothing going on between us. I would never think of cheating on you. You know that."
I looked at the empty Budweiser can in my hand and slowly got out of my chair. As I walked to the kitchen, I crushed the thin aluminum in my hand and threw it at the trash can. I missed, but didn't bother to pick it up. The new can made a hissing noise as I popped the top and sat back down. Marcie just sat waiting for me to reply.
"You are the mother of my children and as a mother you do a good job. The only reason I haven't thrown you out is because of that. I talked to my mom and explained it all to her. She said that I should stay firm and hope that you get it out of your system, for the sake of the children. If I dump you, the courts will give you my kids. I can't have that happen."
"You told your mother that I was cheating on you?"
"No. A lady from church told her. I just didn't deny it when she confronted me."
"You are not serious. I don't believe you. Why are you saying all this?"
I took a big swig of beer and smiled. "Rodney lives at 321 David Drive. It is only three blocks from your office. You and your boss go there, usually, three times a week and stay for almost three hours each time. What do you do at his apartment for three hours? After you explain that to me, you can tell me about the overtime that you have been putting in at the office. Did you know that your office cleaning lady also goes to church with my mother?"
Her eyes were all watered up and her lower lip was trembling.
"As long as you do not publicly embarrass me or my family, I won't do anything. If that changes, then all bets are off. You can leave or you can stay, but you will never take my boys from me."
She was definitely upset when she jumped to her feet. "Damn you, Tony! I hate you. You Wop bastard." With that outburst, she left the room bawling. That was the first time she had ever swore at me and the first time she every made any derogatory remarks about my heritage. The Dutchie in her, finally came out.
We had two boys, Terry and Rick, who shared a room with a set of bunk beds. The third bedroom was a catch-all room. That is where I slept from that day on. It was a rented house. We had over sixty thousand dollars saved for a down payment on our dream home, but my dream had turned into a nightmare.
Nothing more was ever said about the seminar. Marcie no longer worked overtime. She carried her lunch to work. The atmosphere at home was not chilly, rather it was cold and freezing. Mom had no new feedback from her church friends. Things seems to be normalizing, but I felt uncomfortable. There was no sex at the time, but I would not put up with that situation for too long.
Against my better judgment, I agreed to accompany Marcie to her company Christmas Party. I didn't want to let her go alone and I felt that I could pass the evening quietly by just staying out of the way. It was a good plan, but full of flaws.
The company rented a hall with a dance floor, a buffet table and a couple of open bars. I could nurse three beers for the entire night and not feel any pain. By the time we got there, the only tables that were left were near the company big-wigs. It was quite apparent that all of the employees were avoiding those seats. Things seemed to be all right for the first hour. I noticed Rodney across the room hanging out with some buddies. Several of the guys that Marcie worked with asked her to dance, but good old Rodney stayed away. I was glad to let her dance, because I didn't want to.
I had just started my third beer, when I noticed that Marcie and Rodney were exchanging glances. It consisted mostly of nods and head tilts, but there was something definitely going on. I tried my best to act bored and disinterested, but to still keep an eye on them.
My wife excused herself to use the ladies room. I made a quick sweep across the room and noticed that Rodney was gone. It was unbelievable. After we had the discussion at home, it was totally stupid for her to attempt a get together with the jerk while I was in the same building. She could see him anytime at work, with no possibility of being interrupted. I believed that the only reason for doing it would be to make me look like a cuckolded jerk. By hooking up with Rodney in the middle of a company affair, she would be hanging the horns on me for everyone to see. His cronies were standing together by one of the bars with big grins on their faces, as Marcie entered the hallway to the restrooms. She glanced back to make sure that I was still in my seat and then disappeared.
I stopped by the head table on my way to the restrooms. I leaned over and apologized for disrupting the party, just to get their attention. The guys across the room with the silly grins were suddenly not smiling any more. They seemed agitated because they had no idea what they could do to help good old Rodney.
I went into the ladies room first, and found it empty. I had better luck in the men's room. From there on, things seemed to happen in double time. They were kissing. His back was to me and his hand was up her skirt. There was no resistance on her part.
I grabbed Rodney by the back of his neck and took one step sideways, before slamming his head forward into the bathroom tile. Something definitely broke. I could hear my wife shouting my name, over and over, but totally ignored it. I spun the son-of-a-bitch around and the blood from his broken nose splattered all over my shirt. He was limp, but still standing, so I gave him a good shot to the stomach. He went down and immediately started to vomit. Marcie was pulling on my jacket sleeve with no effect.
Things were quiet in the main hall as I dragged Rodney to the middle of the floor by his necktie. I might have been choking him, but I didn't give a damn. The band had stopped playing and everyone watched as I dropped him. I looked around the room to see if anyone was interested in coming to his rescue, but there were no takers.
"I am sorry for ruining your great party. I will be going now, but I am leaving my slut wife here for your entertainment. Drop her off at the house when you are through using her."
Rodney was on his hands and knees attempting to get up. His face was a bloody mess. Marcie was standing in the doorway with her mouth hanging open. It was hard to tell if she was upset with what I did to her lover, or with what I had just said to all of her co-workers. It didn't really matter to me.
I noticed that Rodney was directly under the mistletoe and I couldn't help myself. Before leaving, I gave him a kick in the balls that he would be remembering for a week. He immediately fell forward while bashing his face on the floor again. That had to have hurt. No one ever said a word.
I called my mom from the car and asked her to come by the house to pick up the boys. Going out of town for a few days seemed like a good idea and I didn't want to leave the kids with their mother. I was sure that she would be in no condition to properly care for them. I was making plans as I drove, and had no idea what I was going to do or where I was going to go. My boss had no objection to giving me a week or so off.
Mom and dad were already there when I arrived. After paying the babysitter, I helped in getting the boys ready. My one bag consisted of mostly socks and underwear, but I threw in a few shirts and pants, just in case. Before leaving, I got the cash box out of the basement rafters. The banks were paying less than one percent interest on savings accounts, so I had decided to keep the money at home. I know, I know, it's stupid to keep $62,000 dollars in the house, but I guess it is something that I inherited from my mom. She used to keep big stashes all around her kitchen.
I was turning out all the lights when a cab pulled up and dropped Marcie off. She walked in and sat on the couch without saying a thing. She looked more worried than mad; more upset than scared.
"I told you that there was only one rule. Do not humiliate me or my family in public. You just couldn't resist doing it, could you?"
I waited for a moment as she started crying and then walked out the door.
It was just a little past nine as I hit the Schuylkill Expressway. Damn, that party didn't last too long, at least not for me. I decided that I would kill a few days in Atlantic City before going back home, but first I had to see my old friend Sal.
Sal had a sandwich shop in the old neighborhood. It wasn't like the flashy ones you see in the Philly travel films, but more of a convenience for the people that lived close by. His primary income came from other endeavors that most of us either ignored or participated in. He lived on the second floor and worked out of the back room.
It was like old home week. After I explained my situation, he agreed to help me.
"Tony, it is going to cost you twenty. Can you handle that or do you need me to spot you?"
"I got it up front. No problem."
"Do you want it messy or quiet?"
"Transparent. No fuss, no muss. Nothing."
"You have to leave for a few days? Do have you have anything set up?"
"No. I was thinking of going to Atlantic City."
"How about six days and seven nights at the Taj?"
"What are you talking about, Sal?"
"I got some comp's coming. I think it would work out pretty good for you."
"Sounds good to me."
"Are you going alone, Tony?"
"Yeah. This is all sort of spur of the moment. I didn't have any time to invite guests."
"You shouldn't be alone. You need somebody to help verify that you were there. Hold on a minute." Sal picked up the phone and dialed a number that must have been familiar.
"Carla, it's Sal. Make your self pretty and get your ass down here." There was a short pause. "No, nothing like that. You are going to be going on vacation." He was snickering as he hung up.
"Tony do you remember Carla, my brother Michael's oldest?"
"Yeah. Chubby little thing with dark brown eyes. I remember that she was always laughing. How old is she by now?"
Sal was smiling at my recollection of his niece. "She's twenty-three now Tony, and she ain't chubby no more."
All of a sudden I realized that Carla was going to be accompanying me to the shore. I felt a little uncomfortable since she was Sal's niece, but hell, he was the one setting it up.
"Tony, do you have a credit card?"
"I got two of them. I was going to cancel them Monday morning."
"No, don't do that. I want you to use those credit cards as much as you can. Meals out, room service and even some casino cash advances, but don't go overboard. You need the card action to prove that you were there. Spread it out, time-wise, so that it doesn't look like you snuck back home. It might cost you a couple of grand, but it's cheap insurance."
Sal knew his business. It all made sense. As I was mulling it all over, Carla came in.
"Tony. I ain't seen you since you moved up to the sticks. You look good."
Now I know why Sal was smiling. Carla was absolutely gorgeous. Those dark eyes were amazing and all of the baby fat that she used to have, had seemed to have moved to her chest. I knocked over my chair like a klutz, as I jumped to my feet.
"Tony needs somebody to keep him company in Atlantic City for a few days. Are you up to it?"
Her mood seemed to change a little when he said that. "Aren't you still married?" She directed the question to me. Before I could answer Sal jumped in. "The marriage is dead, Carla. Tony needs a nurse
right now. I knew you always liked him, so I thought of you first."
"Sal, I am not going to break up anyone's family. It is not fair for you to ask me to do this. Besides that, I am not one of your hookers. Why don't you just get one of the girls to go with him?"
"I don't expect you to sleep with him. Just keep him company and help him forget his troubles."
Carla had a puzzled look on her face, as if she just figured something out. She was quick as well as beautiful. "I'm sorry." She looked from Sal to me with a little smile. "I'll be glad to go with you Tony, but you have to promise to buy me some salt water taffy."
We were all smiling now. "I'll need about an hour to get ready. Don't let him drink anything, Sal. I don't want to drive down there with a drunk." I think I saw her wink at me as she left to get her things.
Sal and I recapped our discussion while Carla was gone. He graciously accepted my twenty thousand dollars and promised complete satisfaction.
The drive to Atlantic City was uneventful except that I was forced to give Carla a complete run down of the problems that I was having with Marcie. Her only comment was: "Oh, the poor kids."
Carla frowned when she saw the double beds, but she fortunately didn't notice me snickering a little. I was pretty sure that we would only be using one of them before the week was up. All good things come in time.
We did a little bit of gambling but didn't go overboard. I was smart enough to realize that in the long run, I would always end up losing. Carla was happy with the quarter slots and I was just looking for something to kill time. We spent more time eating and walking on the boardwalk than anything else. Of course, we did see every show in town.
I was a perfect gentleman the first night, but Carla and I were tearing up the sheets by noon the second day. My mother was right, I should have married an Italian girl. It felt natural and I did not feel as if I was cheating.
We were getting ready for supper on the fourth day when we got visitors. There were two of them: not in suits, but in sports jackets.
"Tony Randazzo, I am Ray Fritz and this is my partner Rupert Marks. We are from the Berks County Special Crimes Task Force. Can we talk with you for a few minutes?"
Carla walked out of the bathroom in her bra and panties. She glanced over at the two men, walked to the bed, and picked up her bathrobe. She seemed a little embarrassed, but she knew that they might be paying me a visit.
"Do you want to give me an idea what we will be talking about?"
"We would like to talk about your relationship with Rodney Foote."
"I didn't have a relationship with Rodney Foote, my wife did."
For some reason, they seemed a little bit uncomfortable. Fritz was doing all the talking while Rupert was busy staring at Carla. "We realize that Mister Randazzo. We understand that you had words with him last Friday at the Continental Insurance Christmas party."
"Why? Is he pressing charges?"
"No. He has disappeared and we were wondering if you could help us locate him."
"Gentlemen. Before we discuss this any further I would like to have somebody from the Atlantic City Police department here, and I don't mean a blue suit. If you can't arrange that, I want a lawyer; my lawyer from Reading."
There was no response from my visitors. "Carla, get dressed as we are going to supper. Sorry fellows, but we have six o'clock reservations. The steaks at the Safari are fabulous. I'll probably be coming home this Friday. Would you like me to come and talk with you then?"
They seemed a little dumbfounded.
"Why do you think that something happened to this bozo? Maybe he just left town for a while." I asked.
"He was picked up by a cab leaving the Community General Hospital on Sunday morning and no one has seen him since."
Carla had finished dressing and I was putting on my jacket.
"Well. I have been here since Friday night and you can verify that with the hotel staff. Now if you will excuse me, we are going for a couple of steaks. Do you have any more questions?"
"Yes, but they will wait until Friday. We expect to see you then."
I gave them a simple nod, and gently steered them towards the door. We all rode down on the elevator together and nothing more was said. When we got to the lobby, they went to hotel security as we went to the Safari.
Terry and Rick were all over me when I got home. The saltwater taffy made things even better. Marcie, on the other hand, was a little cold. It was clear that she had no idea what was expected of her. After talking with the police, I spent the rest of the afternoon with the boys. and planned on having a talk with Marcie that evening.



The boys were situated in front of the TV for the night so I sat at the kitchen table waiting for Marcie to finish cleaning up. She seemed to be taking longer than usual, but I didn't budge. Finally she turned towards me and sat with her elbows on the Formica top.
"What did you do with Rodney?" She wasn't mad or demanding, but seemed to be sincerely concerned. She looked at me when she said it and then looked across the room as she waited for an answer.
"I was in Atlantic City all week. I haven't seen Rodney since the party."
"You hurt him."
"I hope so."
"He was in the hospital for two days. You broke his jaw and his nose."
"He deserved it." She seemed to be out of questions.
"What were you doing with him in the men's room?"
I waiting a few moments, but got no answer.
"Why did he have his hand up your skirt?"
Still no answer. Marcie was wringing her hands and looking at the table top.
"Why aren't you at work, and what are then kids doing home on a school day?"
"I had to quit work. There was no way that I could go back there again. I took the boys out of school, because your mother said that you might be home today."
It was time for some confrontation.
"I told you that there was only one rule. You could not do anything that would humiliate me or my family. A simple rule. Why did you feel the need to ruin everything by violating it? The two of you just felt that you had to rub it in. Why?"
Marcie seemed to be getting a bit more nervous the longer we sat.
I slammed my fist on the table top really hard. "I said, why? Damn it. Answer me."
"I don't know why. I don't know why. It just happened. You were sitting in the corner like a lost puppy dog and we felt we could take advantage of the situation. We had no idea that you were going to go crazy. You acted like a madman. I was scared to death." At least I was getting a little emotion out of her. Of course, none of it made sense. I wouldn't even begin to analyze what she said. It was a stupid thing for them to do while I was there. They had weeks to get together before the party and I never would have known about it. No, the only reason they chose that time and that place was to humiliate me. All of her gibberish would not change that.
"Marcie, you have three choices: you can stay here and be a proper mother to your children: you can get a divorce and leave without the kids: or you can just disappear. If you stay, we will not be living as man and wife and I will not tolerate any more affairs with Rodney or anyone else." At the mention of Rodney's name, Marcie burst into tears. Before she could make a choice, she bolted from the room while bawling. I guess we would be finishing that conversation tomorrow.
Adjustments were made. I got a small apartment a few blocks from the house. It was close enough that the boys could walk over anytime they wanted. Carla moved in with me.
The police talked to me a few more times and then stopped bothering. Rodney Foote was picked up by a taxi cab outside the hospital and never seen again. His family offered a reward for any information, but got no response.
I had supper with Marcie and the boys every night and spent as much time as possible with my sons on the weekends. It was apparent to everyone that Marcie and I were not together as a couple anymore even though we were still married. Marcie spent a lot of time with her parents and her sister. I had no trouble with that. There was nothing to indicate that she was seeing anyone else. She quit her job right after the Christmas party and did not appear to be interested in getting another one. We never finished the conversation that we had the first night that I came home.
She played the part of a good mother. The house was always neat, the boys always ate well and they had clean clothing. I took care of all the lawn and outside work. Marcie got two hundred dollars every week to take care of home expenses, food, and her personal needs. I always asked her if she wanted more and she always refused. We no longer had any credit cards.
At Thanksgiving and Christmas, the boys and I were with my family. Carla usually joined us. Marcie spent the holidays with her family, but had Christmas Eve with the boys.
Things were awkward whenever Terry or Rick wanted to talk about the relationship between their mother and myself. Both of us refused to discuss it with them. I appreciated that on her part, but then what could she say.
The farce continued for years. Of course my meager explanation does not nearly convey things as they actually happened. There were complications and disagreements constantly, but we prevailed.
Things with Carla were fine to start with. As time went by, she started spending more time with her family in Philly and less with me. I couldn't blame her. I was indebted to her for all the effort she put forth to make the brake-up easier to take. The way things were going I could not divorce Marcie, and as long as the boys were still at home, I couldn't throw her out. They were all self imposed limitations, but I made myself stick with them. I hated the whole situation, but could not come up with an alternative. The boys, however, were able to.
Terry was sixteen when things came to a head. A new kid at school was related to my wife's former lover and insisted on provoking Terry about the situation. It was the first time any of this had every come up and he was not prepared for it. Rodney's nephew ended up at the hospital and I ended up having to pick up Terry at school. He was expelled for two weeks and was facing possible assault charges. Unfortunately, Rick was present when everything went to hell and insisted on trying to help his brother. He ended up losing two teeth, but gained his brother's admiration for the attempt.
Marcie met us at the door when I brought her sons home. Terry immediately started to tear into his mother for not leveling with them about what had happened years ago. Marcie offered no defense. She just stood and listened as her oldest son expressed his anger. I left them alone, to take Rick to the dentist.
Rick didn't seem too broken up about the missing teeth, but I was not too nuts about the dental expenses coming up. When we got home Marcie was gone. Her car was still there, but that was about it. Terry said she just grabbed her purse and walked out. She never said a word to him or offered an explanation. I took a week off from work to settle things down.
Marcie's parents and sister refused to even talk to me. After a week, I still had no idea where she was or what her intentions were. Carla and I moved into the house. The fact that we were sharing a bed was uncomfortable at first, but the boys accepted it far easier than I had imagined that they would.
Everything in the house that had been Marcie's or that was connected to Marcie disappeared one day while I was at work. I had no idea what Carla did with it and I never asked.
Carla took over all the duties that Marcie had been doing. I got her a few credit cards to make things easier. It was odd that I trusted my mistress more than I trusted my wife. I sold Marcie's car and bought a new one for Carla. Family gatherings were a lot less stressful with the new arrangement. Carla was a lot happier and my mother was elated. Terry and Rick had no further trouble at school and Rodney's nephew never returned. Things were finally looking up, but I was still married.
I waited two months before going to the police and reporting Marcie as a missing person. Actually, I just reported her as a run-a-way spouse so that I could use the report when I applied for the divorce using abandonment as a cause. I waiting two more months and then submitted the divorce papers. She had to be gone for a year before it would be granted. I was planning ahead.
Things normalized in the household. Terry and Rick had no trouble taking to Carla. They never called her mom, always Carla, but things were fine. We were more like a family than we had been for years. One day, out of the blue, my final decree of divorce was delivered. I was a free man. Two weeks later, Carla and I drove down to Elkton and tied the knot. We were a family again. Terry graduated from school and joined the Air Force. A year later, Rick decided to go to meat cutting school in Toledo. Everything went so fast. Soon Carla and I were alone. We never heard from Marcie.
Mom and dad moved to Ocala and made everybody promise to visit at least twice a year. There was no longer anything holding us to Reading, so Carla and I moved back home to Philly. Rick hooked up with a fancy butcher shop in West Chester after graduating from his school. We got to see him a few times a month and he always had something nice to surprise us with.
About a year later, one of Carla's nieces was getting married and we naturally had to go. An Italian wedding in the City of Brotherly Love is a big deal. By big, we mean attended by a lot of people, mostly relatives, but also a lot of freeloaders looking for booze and free food. It didn't matter, because there was enough to go around.
We were sitting with some friends, enjoying the evening when I noticed that Carla seemed a little nervous. I had seen her looking across the dance floor several times as if she was staring at something. I took a few quick glances and saw nothing. I forgot about it until my wife excused herself to go the ladies room. Something didn't seem right. I watched her walk towards the back of the hall and meet up with one of her old girl friends.
There was a lot of chatting and some posturing, but it all seemed on the up and up. Carla never went to the rest room, but walked over to one of Sal's personal assistants. Carla was gesturing over towards the table where her girlfriend just came from. There were three guys and three girls at the table. They looked like galooks trying to be something that they weren't. The girls were all over-dressed and on the sluttish-looking side.
Carla returned with a pensive, but confidant look on her face.
"Tony, we have a small problem."
"I figured that from your trip around the room. Care to explain it to me?"
"You have to keep your cool. In a couple of minutes one of the guys over at Gina's table is going to come over here and bait you."
"What the hell do you mean, bait me?"
"He is going to say some insulting things about me in order to get you mad. When you get up to fight him, the three of them are going to beat the crap out of you."
"What am I supposed to do? Let him get away with it?"
"Play along with him. At least, just until Bobby V and the boys can get in position. You might have to handle one of them, but that will be the worst of it."
"What do you mean by 'play along with him'?"
"Let him insult me and then agree with him. If he says that I am a whore, ask him how much he is willing to pay. Something like that. What ever you do, don't let him rile you."
"What brought all of this on? What did I do to these guys?"
"Look over at Gina's table."
"Yeah?"
"Do you see the bitch with the short platinum hair?"
"Yeah?"
"Look close."
"Holy crap! It's Marcie. What the hell is Marcie doing here?"
"Marcie's boyfriend is somehow related to the bride. It appears that she is still pissed at you, and she set him up to clean your clock when she realized that you were here. I guess she is looking for some kind of payback. While you and Sal's boys are taking care of business out here, Gina and I will be talking to Marcie back in the ladies room. It won't be pretty."
I didn't like the way things were going. This was a wedding. A young bride would be remembering this evening for the rest of her life. It was not fair for a couple of goons to ruin it for her. Ten minutes later I noticed the guy that was with Marcie get out of his chair. I stood up and excused myself to everyone at the table. Carla gave me a strange look, but seemed to understand.
I casually walked over to the side fire exit where everyone was going out to have a smoke. The boyfriend gestured with his head and the other two guys got up to follow him. What they didn't see was the three guys coming behind them, from the back of the bar, with the Louisville Sluggers that they keep behind the bar.
There were about six guys smoking outside the fire exit. When I told them to scram, they left with no protest. There was a sense of urgency in my voice, I guess. I walked about twenty paces from the door, stopped, and turned. They came out smiling, but not for long. A few seconds later, they heard the door close behind them. The smiles disappeared when they turned and saw three guys with bats and the father of the bride.
It was all over in less than thirty seconds. I never raised a hand.
"I am sorry for any inconvenience that I caused you or your family on this special night." I felt like a character out of the Godfather.
"Thank you for having the decency to take it outside." He shook my hand and went back to his daughter.
I thanked Sal's guys for their help and went in to look for Carla. They stayed to clean up the mess. I felt it was time to leave. Carla was not around and the table where Marcie was sitting was now empty.
Rick was there with a few of his friends and got wind of the commotion. He found me at the bar getting a fresh draft.
"Dad, what the hell is going on?"
My first impulse was to bite my tongue and not say a thing. It didn't work.
"Your mother was here with her new boyfriend."
"I don't need to know anything more than that." He smiled as he turned to the bar tender and asked for a beer of his own.
We sat and talked about other things for about an hour. Carla finally showed up, looking a little bedraggled.
"Where have you been?"
She gave me a wicked little smile. "Gina and I had to take your ex-wife to the hospital. She wasn't feeling too well."
Rick and I couldn't help laughing.
"Tony. Can we go home now?"
It was a long night, but it was a lot of fun. We never saw Marcie again. Carla and I are still together, in the old neighborhood. Life is great.
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Regards, Jake
Inspired from the song by Steve Earle
And the rain came down
Like an angel come down from above
And the rain came down
It'll wash you away and there ain't never enough
*
It took me a little over an hour to drive from Atlanta to Ellijay. I had to admire my wife's perseverance to drive this route every Saturday. I guess the sex was good. Maybe, just maybe, it was more than that. I didn't know because I never asked her. I do know for sure that Darlene had been meeting Clayton Mankey at his Ellijay cabin for over six months.
We were extremely well known in the Atlanta social world, because of my wife's interests in philanthropic causes. She insisted that we attend openings, banquets, and fund drivers for anything that came along. Not only did it require my attention, but also my money.
I loved my wife, but I had reached my limit. After the quite expensive weddings for our two daughters, I was hoping for some relaxation. However, Darlene, needed more, so she started looking for ego-stroking at other places. She found Clay Mankey at one of the fund raisers. I think that I knew from that first night, but never bothered to confirm my feelings until a few months later. If she had tried to meet him in the city, it would have been a disaster. She was too well known to sneak into a hotel. In Addition, she would never go to a motel under any circumstances, or to his condo. The cabin was perfect for them.
After the long drive, there was a single-lane, dirt and gravel road leading about two miles through the mountains to the log and stone lodge. Clayton had a lot of money. He was a contractor who specialized in big government projects. In addition to making money, he seemed to have a knack for investing or using it wisely. Most of the land between the paved road and the cabin belonged to Clayton. I am sure that he had plans for it in the future.
I drove all the way up to the cabin. I had one little thing to do and I had to do it quickly. With a small pair of wire cutters, I snipped the phone wires coming out of the box and going into the cabin. I carefully tucked the ends of the wires into the holes, so that it was not apparently that they had been cut. There was no cell phone service anywhere near the cabin. Now, there would be no land-line phone either. Twenty minutes later, I was back to the main road.
It had been cloudy and overcast the whole way up there. Darlene didn't ask where I was going when I left early. I knew that she would be leaving about an hour later, as usual. We never questioned each other about such things. I guess that was a sign of the deterioration of the marriage.
There was a gas station with a diner where Clayton's road turned off. Actually, it wasn't a gas station, but just a diner that had a few pumps out in front. I lucked out and got a booth by the front with a good view. About thirty minutes later, a full-sized black Hummer turned up the road. Clayton always liked to arrive in style. Gas prices meant nothing to him. Five minutes later, Darlene turned off in her Lexus GX470. And then the rains came.
It wasn't a regular rain, but one of those, that last all day and never lets up. I had to get started quickly before the road became not passable. I am sure that Clayton was not worried about the muddy roads, but Darlene's Lexus wouldn't do as well. At this point it didn't matter, because they were not going anywhere.
What amazed me about her meeting, was the timing. Tonight, we were having a fundraiser to save the Brazilian Three-toed Sloth. I am pretty sure that this was not what it was for, but it was something just as frivolous. She had been planning and preparing for over three months, yet she still had found time to get away, on the same day as the event, to see her lover. I have to admit that she had done a great job with the event. Even without her being there, it would be fine.
My Outback wasn't as roadworthy as Clayton's Hummer, or as elegant as Darlene's Lexus, but it would get me where I needed to be, if I didn't dally around. I paid my bill and followed my wife and her lover up the mountain. Actually, it wasn't as much up, as it was just curvy as hell. Trying to bulldoze a road though mountains like these is difficult. You have to follow the terrain when possible and that is not always easy.
The rains came and were showing no mercy. I got over halfway up to the cabin and decided to stop at a spot that had a place to turn around. The parka kept the rain off, but it got a little steamy inside by the time I got there. Darlene and her lover had been at the cabin for about thirty minutes. I was pretty sure she was going to make this a shorter visit than normal, so I got right to work.
Actually, it didn't take me that long. All I did was cut the valve stems on both vehicles. There was no way that they could get the tires fixed and changed today. By the time the rains finished, the roads would be so bad that no tow truck driver in their right mind would even attempt to get up there. Their only option would be to walk to the diner and find some alternative transportation from there. Of course, they would not even realize what was going on until they had completed their lovemaking.
They had no landline phone and no cell phone service. If he had any internet service, it was probably through the phone line also. Of course, he might have a satellite phone. That's the chance I would have to take. I was done.
The rains still came. Twenty minutes later, I was on the 575 back to Atlanta.
There was no real reason for my escapade, but I was just feeling mean. Darlene and I had been together since college. I moved to Atlanta from Pennsylvania to join one of the more prestigious accounting firms in the state. In less than ten years, I had my own accounting company that specialized in the food service industry. We took care of bookkeeping, payroll, taxes, and even retirement programs. A few of our customers went national, and we went with them. Our lifestyle grew with the amount of money I was making. Sometimes, I felt that I was having trouble keeping up. Things were fine until Darlene decided to improve her sex life.
Of course, I might be wrong. Clayton was actually richer than I was. I didn't know for sure if Darlene was interested in his money or his body. I have to admit that he was better looking than I was, and he seemed to be in better shape. I guess that working on construction sites keeps you trimmer than sitting behind a desk all day. The son-of-a-bitch had more hair than I did also. I mean, I have not reached the point where I have to do a comb over, but it was not as thick as it used to be. I really didn't care why she did it, I just wanted it un-done.
Tonight was going to be glorious. I was anxious to see if Darlene would make it or not. If she did arrive before it was over, she would be flustered and out of sorts. As I said before, there was no reason for doing what I did.
I reached I75, and the rains were still coming.
I would be leaving Atlanta immediately after the party. All the preparations had been made far ahead of time. I had sold the business two months ago, for cash and a twenty year percentage of the profits. Three weeks ago, Darlene signed the papers to sell the house to a close associate of mine. He was aware of my situation and was more than willing to tackle any difficulties that might arise as a result of the sale. He paid me a million dollars cash for a house worth three times that amount. Darlene thought that she was signing forms to refinance the mortgage. There was no mortgage. The rest of my preparations consisted of closing out accounts, credit cards, investments, and retirement policies.
We had a few collectables in the house, that I had no trouble pre-selling. I would be taking Darlene's jewelry with me when I left. I was not going to leave her a half a million dollars worth of goodies that I had bought.
Clayton Mankey was another problem. In addition to being rich, he was well-connected, both locally and statewide. Although he was not one of my clients, I had no trouble getting data on my adversary. I assigned a small team of my best people to collect everything that they could on his enterprises. It was standard procedure for Clayton to be win bids for government projects and take nice cuts off the top. The big problem was that the books didn't match. A school district project would be for three million dollars on their books, but Mankey Enterprises would indicate that they only got paid two million. Clayton got to pocket an easy million, minus a few kickbacks. Nobody ever checked the two against each other. There was no way that I could have gotten Clayton in trouble with the state or local authorities because they were as guilty as he was.
The IRS however was extremely interested. Not only were they planning on ruining poor Clayton, but I was going to be getting a reward. At this point, I wasn't sure if I would be in a position to collect it, but maybe if I was lucky, things would work out.
The rains came harder as I reached Atlanta. I figured that it would be another two or three hours until Darlene and Clay discovered their dilemma. I had a party to get ready for.
The caterers and the other party people were busy when I arrived home. Darlene had planned on over two hundred people. Luckily, the house was big enough to accommodate them. I just smiled and waved to the workers. They were professionals and I had no intention of interfering. I took a long, hot shower and started getting the last of my things together. Darlene was going to miss her jewelry. I also cleaned out my personal safe. I was glad that I had the small collection of gold coins. The Subaru was in the garage, so at least I didn't have to get wet while I loaded it. The party people had long plastic runners all over the house.
It was late afternoon, but the lack of sun and abundance of clouds made it look like nighttime. The rain came down.
By five o'clock, I was all dressed up in my tux for the evening. My daughters and their husbands arrived early to make sure that things were going as planned. They both asked where their mother was at, and I just shrugged. The first of our guests were arriving when my phone rang. It was my loving wife.
"Robert. I am so sorry, but I had some trouble with the car. I will be home as soon as I can. Is everything going Okay?"
"Where are you at? I will come and get you."
"No. No. Stay there with the guests. I'll try and get home as soon as I can. I am so sorry."
"What is wrong with the car? That damn thing cost me over fifty grand. I expect it to be reliable for that amount of money."
"I have already made arrangements with a garage to get it taken care of. There is nothing for you to concern yourself over."
"Damn it, Darlene! Where the hell are you?"
"Robert. Calm down. That's not important. What is important is seeing that our guests are taken care of." There was no way that she was going to tell me where she was, or who she was with.
"Are you alone, or is somebody with you?"
"I am alone, but I am Okay. For God's sake, stop worrying about me. I'll be fine."
Both of my daughters were relieved to hear that their mother was okay. I smiled to myself as I envisioned her walking from the cabin to the highway in the rain and the mud. That rain was sent from an angel above. Darlene had to be miserable at this point; Miserable, wet, muddy, and tired.
About an hour later, the phone rang again. I had to excuse myself from the guests and walk out to the foyer.
"Robert. What the hell is going on? I gave three different credit cards to the car rental guy and they were all declined. I can't get a rental car with a credit card."
"Why don't you just call a cab?"
There was an exasperated sigh at the other end. "It's too far for a cab. I don't need any aggravation, Robert, I just need to know what to do about the credit card problem."
"I probably won't be able to fix it until Monday. Why don't you just ride home with Clayton?"
The other end of the phone went silent. I couldn't even hear her breathing. I waited several seconds and then heard her hang up. She never answered my question.
The evening went quite well. The girls had to leave because of their babysitters. There were about ten guests still lingering when Darlene walked in. She looked like hell. Her hair was as ratty and dirty as her clothes. The rain washed away most of the mud, but the reddish-brown stains remained. I stood there smiling with a beer in my hand; my first of the night. From the way that she was walking it looked as if she broke the heel on one of her shoes. She kicked them off and grabbed a drink off of one of the trays on the buffet table.
"You did this, didn't you? You bastard."
I took a big swig of beer and smiled.
"You will pay for this. I swear, you will pay."
The caterers were busy trying to clean up, as our last guests left. They looked at her, but strangely, no one said anything.
"I am glad to see that you got home in one piece. I stayed to let you know that I am leaving. I couldn't go if I didn't know that you were Okay."
"What do you mean, 'leaving'?"
"Just that. I sold the business, sold the house, and closed out all the accounts. That is why your credit cards didn't work."
Darlene threw the glass across the room. It shattered against the wall to the shock of the cleanup crew.
"You dumb son-of-a-bitch. Remember that half of everything is mine. I will not let you screw me over. I worked just as hard as you did in getting us to where we are. I earned half and I will get it."
I finished my beer and carefully placed the empty can on the table. "Fine, dear. You get half of everything, only if I get a divorce. I am not planning to. You do whatever you have to do."
"I had to walk over two hours in the rain and mud to get to the road. Two damn hours, and it is all because of you."
"What were you doing there, darling? Why did you drive all the way to Ellijay to spend the afternoon with Clayton Mankey when you could have just screwed him right here in the house. Lord knows, I wouldn't have cared."
"You bastard. You unfeeling, no good bastard. I hate you."
"Well, I am glad that is out of the way. I have a flight out at midnight. If you need to get in touch with me, call me at... I am sorry. I just remembered that there is no place that you can call me. I suggest that you let the household staff go, because you will have no way to pay them. Also, the couple that bought the house, is moving in at the end of next week. You might want to find someplace to live. I don't recommend going to Clayton's. He isn't going to be around much longer. Maybe one of your daughters will take you in."
"What do you mean by, 'Clayton is not going to be around'? Why would he leave? He is on top of the world."
I smiled as I walked out of the door for the last time.
My accounting and legal staff made sure that all of my taxes had been identified and paid. As far as the government was concerned, I was leaving the company clean. All I was interested in doing right now was getting away from Darlene. It wasn't that I didn't have enough to share with her, it was because I didn't want to share with her.
I had a lot of options open, and I decided not to decide. I made a list of places that interested me and it seemed practical to check them all out. A year at each place would do it. I decided to start with Belize and work my way from there. At the end of five years, I would have a pretty good idea of where I wanted to live.
I had several people that were more than willing to keep me posted on the status at home. Two weeks after I arrived at Ambergris Caye, I made some phone calls. The first was to my eldest daughter, Grace.
"Dad, mom is furious. Bette and I both tried to talk to her, but she refuses to explain anything to us. The only information we could get out of her is that you stole all of her jewelry and left her with no money and no credit cards. She hasn't been at the house for the last few days. We don't know where she is."
"Did you try and call her?"
"I think her cell phone service was disconnected."
"Oops. That's right. I forgot. The utilities are all off at the house, so that is probably why she isn't there. She might be with Clayton."
"Who the hell is Clayton?"
"Oh, I am sorry. I guess she didn't tell you. Clayton Mankey is your mother's lover."
"Clayton Mankey? He has been all over the news the last few weeks. The FBI and some other people are after him. They arrested him once, but he made bail and disappeared. What is mom doing with him?"
"I am not sure. It is either for sex or for money. If he is missing, than I assume that your mother is with him."
I promised Grace that I would keep in touch with her and Bette. I made four other calls and the information was all the same. No one knew where Darlene was and no one knew where Clayton was. It seemed obvious that they were together. Clayton could walk away from his business and still have enough money to live on for the rest of his life. Of course, the way things were going for him, that would not be in the good old US.
I had a restless night. I had two dives arranged for the next day. I had to do something to pass time and SCUBA filled the bill. It happened right after the first dive.
The rain came down.
Not just a simple rain, but a Chattachoochee rain. We sat in the dive boat waiting for it to pass. All I could think about was the cabin at Ellijay. It was not a good sign. The second dive was somewhat shorter than the first one. It was still raining when we returned to shore. The dock was within walking distance from my condo. I grabbed a quick bowl of conch chowder before starting back.
The rain continued to come down.
It seemed like Hector was always on duty. He was the doorman at our condo building. I wasn't sure, but I think he worked solely for tips. I had no problem passing him a little something if he happened to have done something to justify it. We got along fine.
"Mister Terrell. You didn't get your second dive in today?"
"No, but there will always be tomorrow."
"Mister Terrell. You had two visitors this morning. I told them that you would not be back until later this afternoon. I think they will be coming again."
Now that was strange. No one knew that I was here, and I hadn't made any friends since I arrived. "Did you get their names, Hector?"
"No sir, but I did better than that." Hector pulled out his cell phone and hit a few buttons. It was a great picture. They hadn't posed for it, and it appeared that they did not know he had taken it. Clayton had on a Hawaiian Shirt and Darlene wore a big, floppy, straw hat. My wife and her lover had found me and came to see me. It is amazing what someone can accomplish, if they have enough money. I slipped Hector a twenty and headed for my room.
I didn't have much to pack, so I had time to call the US embassy. They confirmed that they were indeed interested in Mister Mankey. Not only was the IRS looking for him, but the passport authority wanted to know what he was using for documents. He had been forced to relinquish his passport in order to get bail.



Twenty minutes later, I was on my way to the San Pedro Airport. The smaller airport suited my needs a little better. It rained the whole way.
US officials would be waiting for Clayton at the condo. Extradition back to the States was imminent. They had no interest in Darlene, so I imagined that she would just be abandoned with no money and no credit cards. I wondered if she had a return ticket.
Two days later, I was comfortably settled into my new villa in Phuket. I was afraid that my life would be boring without work and family. I was wrong. It would not be too long until Darlene and Clayton figured out where I went. This time I would be prepared. I would also be vigilant. I was planning on taking a walk on the beach to watch the sunset, but I had to change my mind.
The rain came down. It was a Chattachoochee rain. It was sent by an angel.
I was hoping that Clayton was as clever as he seemed to be. It was interesting that he decided to seek revenge when he could have just walked away. The next few years would be fun. I wanted to get some supper, but I couldn't.
The rain came down.
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It wasn't completely dark in the room, but the curtains were closed and I only had one lamp on. I guess I could have been watching TV or drinking, but I just didn't feel like it. I showered and shaved before putting on my most comfortable clothes. It was going to be a long night and I wanted to be prepared. It was important for me to stay sober, even if I wanted to get dead drunk.
I had experienced quite a busy day and I was dead tired. As I sat there on the couch, I tried to figure out where I had gone wrong and then I decided that I hadn't. She had cheated and it was her fault, not mine. However, I was the one who would be paying for it. It didn't matter what happened it was a done deal.
Twelve years of marriage down the drain. Fortunately, there were no kids involved. Natalie had a bad miscarriage the first time that she gotten pregnant, three years ago, and that ended any chances for a family. We were both upset about the tragedy, but I never imagined that it would end up with her having an affair.
I kept checking the clock. Who would get here first? Would it be my cheating wife or someone from one of the many agencies responsible for peace and serenity in the DC area? It might be the FBI, the CIA, the local or state police, or even the Homeland Security. A cold beer would sure taste good right now.
The farmhouse in Warrenton was far enough away from the city that it allowed me to not be bothered with too much of the political crap. A year after the miscarriage, Natalie got a job as a publicity agent for a political lobbying firm and had to travel across the beltway everyday. She complained about it a little, but the excitement of the work seemed to offset any inconvenience.
Natalie was excited about her new job at first and enjoyed telling me about all of the interesting people she had been in contact with during her workdays. I always listened and paid attention. It was at a point during the second year that I noticed that there was a certain contact who she regularly had, who she never mentioned. It was an individual that we both knew and were actually friends with. The fact that she avoided any discussion about him was troubling.
Malcolm Eugene Heard was one of the Senators from our home state of Indiana. Natalie and I went to the University of Indiana with Malcolm and his wife Sonja. As Malcolm rose in the political arena, we sort of drifted apart, but we still exchanged Christmas cards. Natalie's company was responsible for providing publicity for Malcolm's campaign and for his contacts with his constituents back home. Over the last year, I had seen several photos of the Senator in the papers and magazines where Natalie could be seen in the background. There were a few short TV clips where he was meeting people and she would be standing close by while smiling. She would have been invisible to most people under these circumstances, but not to me. She had never once mentioned having seen Malcolm or having talked to him. I certainly felt that this was unusual.
I worked at home and rarely went into the DC area. I had a small, but successful business managing retirement accounts for companies with less than 100 employees. Most of my competitors wanted to concentrate on the larger clients, so I had an open field. I wasn't making a lot of money, but I was comfortable and I enjoyed my work, especially since I could conduct the entire operation at home with no office staff.
It was easy to make myself paranoid about the whole situation. It was harder to verify if something was actually was going on, or if it was my imagination. A private detective was out of the question. There was no way I could afford to hire someone to get the lowdown on a US Senator.
In desperation, I bought three, small, hand-held GPS units. They had a battery life of eleven hours and would record everywhere that Natalie drove to during her work day. Most of the driving was to the beltway and around it until she hit Alexandria. There was no way that I could use the devices to actually follower her, but I didn't want to do that in DC traffic anyhow. I figured that I could use one of them each day for three days and then use the weekend to follow the bread crumbs. If she was cheating, then maybe something would show up.
Of course, the GPS units worked far better than I had anticipated. The first three days that I used them, she stopped twice at the Executive Suite Apartments near Reston. I had no trouble at all verifying that Suite 214 was leased by US Senator Malcolm Heard. I didn't know how long she had stayed there, but that really didn't matter.
I guess I could have confronted her with my new-found information and allowed her the opportunity to give me an explanation, but I never did.
For the next few days, I left home after Natalie did and drove to Reston. I found a quiet, out of the way spot, and got comfortable. On the second day, Malcolm arrived in a large black Mercedes. Ten minutes later, Natalie showed up. It was over two hours until they came out and left separately. My marriage was over. It was time for planning.
Three different companies made offers to buy my small business. I quietly put the money into a long-term, off-shore account. The house mortgage was more than the current appraisal, so I decided that I could walk away from it. Nothing else seemed to matter.
They had met twice on Tuesday, so I used that as a planning point. I spent all day on Monday printing letters and address labels. There were over two hundred stamped envelopes ready to go out by four o'clock.
Everything went off as planned the next day, which also happened to be today. First, I attached a bright orange smoke flare to Malcolm's ignition and then I carefully cut each of Natalie's valve stems. Malcolm's car wouldn't be destroyed, but it would be unusable until it was cleaned. Before returning home, I mailed all of the envelopes. Phase one was completed.
Natalie arrived home before any of the Federal Agents that I was expecting. She took off her coat as she walked into the room. Her purse went on the side table with a resounding plop. I noticed a slight glance, but she said nothing.
Finally she sat directly across from me and sighed.
"I had to get one of the girls from work to give me a ride home."
I didn't say or do anything.
"That was a pretty drastic thing to do, Robert."
How did she know that it was me? It could have been a vandal, or someone with a political grudge. I didn't respond.
"You could have said something. Why did you have to do that?"
"Why didn't Malcolm give you a ride home?"
"You know damn well, why. We had to get both cars towed."
"Sorry if I caused you any inconvenience."
"There were police there, and reporters. Two TV crews showed up."
"I know. I called them."
"You son-of-a-bitch. That was horrible and inconsiderate.
Malcolm is up for re-election. If they find out what really happened, it will kill his chances."
"I hope so."
She seemed to be trying not to cry. It wasn't working.
"Natalie, what was I supposed to do? You were cheating on me with someone that I thought was still a friend. Does Sonja know what is going on?"
"No. Of course not. Hopefully, she still doesn't know. They have three children, Robert. Do you have any idea what this would do to their family?"
"Oh, that is nothing. Things are going to get far worse over the next few days."
"How can they get worse? Nothing could be worse than this."
"Well, for starters, the police will be here for me shortly."
"Why? Neither Malcolm nor myself ever mentioned your name."
"How did he explain it to the authorities?"
"He just said it was somebody who didn't agree with his political views."
Well, that sort of screwed up my plan before it got started. I was expecting to be dragged down to some sort of interrogation facility and worked over.
"Robert, do you want to talk about this? Do I get a chance to explain what happened?"
"No!" I got up and walked to the kitchen. If the police were not coming, then I was going to have a beer. "Natalie, I don't want to know what you did, why you did it, or when you did it. It doesn't matter. You can move out, or you can stay. I simply don't give a damn, but please, don't even try to justify it." I walked out to the front porch. It was chilly for this time of year. The beer tasted good, but coffee would have been better. I had no plan for reconciliation and no idea why she did what she did. I didn't want to know.
When I went back in, Natalie had gone to the bedroom and closed the door. I got another beer and sat back down on the sofa. It was going to be a long night.
About an hour later, my wife returned to the living room. It was evident that she had been crying. She gingerly sat on the chair closest to me and started to wring her hands.
"Robert. What did you mean when you said things were going to get worse?"
"I sent a letter to Sonja today. I also sent two hundred and twenty-one copies of the letter to every newspaper, radio, and TV station in the area. Every member of the US Senate got a copy as well as the FBI, CIA, NSA, and Homeland Security. Everybody in both of our families got one and every name on our Christmas card list. Each commentator on FOX TV got their own letter. Your boss and everyone you work with also got one."
"Oh, God no! What kind of letter? Who do you think is going to believe an accusation from a crazy man? Do you really have rock solid proof that anything was going on, or are you still guessing? You are going to look like a fool, Robert."
"Worse than that. They are going to call me demented and crazy. Do you think I care? I have no life and nothing to look forward to. I am going down, but I am not going down alone."
"I think you are over-estimating the power that your letter will have. Public figures get letters like that all the time. They have a special file for them."
"Then I guess I wasted my time. I guess that is good for you and Malcolm. If it's all right with you, I am going to sleep on the couch tonight."
I pulled the Afghan off the back of the sofa and started making a bed.
"Can I at least see the letter?"
I went to the desk, took a sheet of paper from the top drawer, and handed it to her. It was quite short and only took her a few seconds to read it. "Oh no! Robert, you didn't send this. Please say that you didn't."
She slumped in the chair and started to cry. The letter fell to the floor.
"Dear Sonja, If Malcolm sees or even contacts Natalie one more time, I will kill all three of your children. Your friend, Robert Sorensen."
It was not something that a sane man would write. Of course, I didn't mean a word of it, but I felt it was necessary for the shock effect. I was sure that I would be apprehended as soon as the letter got out and I would receive the harshest treatment. I didn't care. If I had ranted like a cuckolded husband, the letter would have been ignored. Threatening the life of a US Senator's children was sure to get some attention.
Natalie got up and staggered into the bedroom. The earliest that the mail would get delivered tomorrow, would be about nine o'clock. I figured that I could get one more night of sleep before everything turned to shit.
I was up bright and early the next morning. Luckily, I had a razor in the car which I used on the way to the closest diner. I had the breakfast special and picked up a pack of gum on the way out. I would have preferred a toothbrush, but the gum would have to do today. I tried to kill as much time as possible, but I knew that eventually I would have to return to the house.
There was a black sedan and a state trooper car in front of the house when I arrived home. I never made it to the door. Natalie was standing on the porch in her bathrobe as the FBI agents drove me away with a trooper escort.
For the next few days, I was either being interviewed or cooling my heels. I missed out on most of the hoop-la that went on, because of the letter. They never really charged me with anything, but the term 'terroristic threat' was used a lot. I felt a weird contentment during the whole process. People were constantly trying to intimidate me or scare me, and I found it humorous.
I had not heard from Natalie since I was picked up. There was never any mention of bail. I never even saw a lawyer.
I was never relocated to an actual jail or prison facility. They kept me in a secure area of the Federal building. I was sort of isolated, but never abused or mistreated in any way. After a while, I got the feeling that people were trying to work around me and avoiding any confrontation. Things were not going as I anticipated, because I thought that I would be charged with something. I guess I did a piss-poor job of planning. For the time being, all I could do was go with the flow. I never asked for a lawyer and one was never offered.
I had been expecting a visit at some time from my wife, but it never happened. Instead, I got a visit from Malcolm's wife, Sonja. They left us alone in a small room. I was not restrained in any manner and there were no guards. I am sure that there were some type of listening devices in the room, and there was the usual, large, one-way mirror on the wall.
"Hi, Robert." All I could bring myself to do was nod. I had done a terrible thing to this woman and had no idea how to make it up to her.
"Can I get an explanation or something similar?"
"I am sorry, Sonja. The best I can do is offer you an apology. What I did was stupid, but I was desperate. I never meant to hurt you or the kids, and I think you know that. It was the only way I could get any attention."
"That was important to you?"
"I couldn't compete with Malcolm and you know that. He is powerful, rich, and quite charismatic. I hated the fact that I had lost Natalie to him, and also that there was no way to pay him back for the pain he had caused me."
"Well, you seemed to have done a damn good job." All I could do was give her a quizzical look.
"Malcolm was called back to Indiana to sit with the State Democratic Committee and to discuss this recent incident. Robert, this was not the first time he screwed up, but it is the first time that his people have not been able to hush it up. People who back politicians have ways of keeping things looking clean, but you stymied them with your blitz."
"Is that a good thing or a bad thing?"
"Right now, I believe that Malcolm's political career is over."
"That's only fair as so is my marriage." Sonja gave me a weak smile.
"Robert, I need a favor."
"After what I did to you, you would consider asking me for help? What could I possibly do for you?"
"I am planning on divorcing Malcolm and wondered if you had some type of proof concerning his affair with Natalie?"
"Sorry, I can't help you. All I know was that Malcolm had a lease on a condo unit in Reston and the two of them used to go there to be alone. I don't have any videos, photos, or audio recordings. For all I know, they could have been playing Scrabble together."
"Malcolm hates Scrabble." We both had a small laugh together.
Things were silent for a few moments. I felt uncomfortable because I had not been able to shave or clean up for a few days. Sonja was perfect in every way. She looked better now than she had when we were in college. She had grown from a gawky adolescent into a beautiful woman. Malcolm had everything: power, position, a family, and a wonderful wife. Why did the son-of-a-bitch need to take mine?
Sonja got up from the chair, indicating that our little chat was over. "Can I visit you again, Robert?"
"Absolutely. I would enjoy that."
She left and I felt a little sad. I had threatened the lives of her children in front of the whole world and she never raised her voice to me, nor did she indicate that she was upset with me in any manner. It was as if she known what I was trying to do, and understood why I did it.
Two hours later, I was removed from the Federal building and taken home. They unceremoniously dumped me in front of my house and took off. There was no explaination and nothing was said on the entire trip.
The house was empty. All of Natalie's things were gone. I didn't know where her car was. I disconnected the phone, and spent the next few days watching television. I got a perverse guilty pleasure from watching all of the havoc that I had caused. For some reason, the media seemed to be more interested in the affair, than in my threats. After two days with no outside contact, I finally called my parents to let them know that everything was Okay.
On my first trip out of the house, I bought two sixpacks of beer and ten frozen TV dinners. I waited until the last of the photographers had left. Hopefully, my fifteen minutes of fame was over.
I thought about calling Natalie's parents or sisters in an attempt to locate her, but couldn't come up with a reason. I decided to wait and make no waves. I still had the nice little bundle of money sitting in my overseas bank account. I had no idea what to do with it. I had enough money in the local bank to last me a few more months and then I would have to make some sort of lifestyle decision. What was I going to do to earn a living? The answer came from an unexpected source.
Malcolm Heard was no longer his party's choice for re-election. He did not take the news gracefully. The general news media played down his objections and tirades, but Fox played it up to the hilt. The more he screamed and hollered, the more Fox baited him. His big mistake was taking his anger out on his wife. Sonja put a stop to his bullshit by sticking an eight-inch kitchen knife into his chest. There was ample evidence to prove that she stabbed him in self-defense, including the nanny, who was an eyewitness. However, the complexity of the situation created a mess for Sonja, and a nightmare for her children.
Two days later, I was picked up at my house by a small non-descript car and taken to Bethesda. A secretary from the law offices of Barnes, Barnes, and Griffin, indicated that they needed to see me on an urgent matter as soon as possible. They offered no other information, but the invitation was so intriguing that I had accepted. I didn't even get to enter through the front door. We parked around the back and actually went in through a fire exit. I am sure that the room I was led into was not one of the ones reserved for the high-end clients. It felt like a pro-bono set up, but that didn't seem to make sense.
"Mister Sorensen. My name is Wilfred Malik. I have been selected to present a special offer to you." He was grossly overweight and sweating profusely, even though it was not that warm. I guessed that he was about fifty years old. His thinning hair was combed over and his face had a rosy glow to it.
"What do you mean, 'you was selected?'"
He gave me a funny look. I guess he was confused because I questioned his choice of words instead of inquiring about the offer he was about to propose.
"Why are we in this little room, Mister Malik? I feel as if you are trying to hide me or something."
"You are very astute, Mister Sorensen. We have been instructed to keep this visit low key. Shall we say, no one is really supposed to know that you are here."
"I take it that you are a specialist in 'low key' customers?"
I didn't get an answer. He had a folder in front of him and not much else.
"Do you know where Niihau is?"
"Yes, as a matter of fact I do. I have never been there, but from what I understand, very few people have."
"Sonja Heard owns, or shall I say leases, a small home on Niihau."
"That doesn't make sense. Niihau is a restricted island. I thought that nobody lived there other than a few natives and the owners."



"That is correct. Let's say that some exceptions have been made concerning Sonja Heard."
"Okay. You have my attention. What does Sonja Heard and the Island of Niihau have to do with me?"
"Things are not going well concerning the trial. It is messy and it is getting messier. Malcolm's family is spending every cent they have to see to it that Sonja is crucified. She is concerned about the impact that all of this is going to have on her children, and she wants to shelter them from it."
"And how does this concern me?"
"Sonja is sending her children to Niihau until this mess blows over. It is the only place that she feels that they will be free of it. She wants you to go with them."
"You have to be kidding! I am the one that threatened to kill them. I am the last person on earth that those children should be entrusted to."
"It doesn't seem to make sense to us either. We don't know why she choose you."
I was not expecting this. It didn't make sense. Of course, there was no way that I would ever do anything to hurt the kids, but I didn't even know them that well. I only saw them at occasional gatherings and never really bonded with them.
"What about Sonja's parents?"
"Her father has Alzheimzers and it is all her mother can do to take care of him. Besides that, the children would still be exposed to the media, if they stayed with them."
"Why Niihau? There is no electricity, no running water, and they don't even have a school or a grocery store."
"Exactly."
"I am sorry Mister Malik, but I have absolutely no experience in taking care of children. You definitely have the wrong guy."
"You won't actually be taking care of the children as such. Their nanny will be going with you to see to things."
"What things?"
"She will do all the cooking, cleaning, and housekeeping."
"Okay. What will I be doing?"
Mister Malik seemed a little bewildered at the question.
"I don't have a good answer for that. Sonja said that she wanted you there, and refused to elaborate much more than that. I am not sure, but I believe she will want you to home-school them so that they do not have to go to a school on one of the other islands. I also think that she feels it is important that they have a male influence. She seems to think highly of you, for some reason."
"What does that mean?"
"What?"
"You said that 'she seems to think highly of me, for some reason.' What did you mean by that?"
"We were a little baffled by her choice in this matter. All we know about you Mister Sorensen, is what we read in the paper and a little research into your background. We, by that I mean the company, never really understood why she selected you. I wasn't trying to offend you in any way. Please don't misconstrue my words."
"Can I have some coffee?"
Wilfred got up and left the room. It gave me a little time to think. Sonja must have been out of her head, or else she was extremely clever. She had always been a calm and collected person. I had to believe that she knew exactly what she was doing when she selected me. I didn't know why, but it didn't really matter: yet.
The coffee smelled better than it tasted.
"What is in this for me? Why would I ever agree to such a preposterous thing?"
"She was hoping that you would feel guilty about what you did, and openly stated that she wanted to take advantage of that."
"She really said that?"
"Yep. She also offered two thousand dollars a week, to be automatically deposited into your Cayman account."
"You know about my Cayman account?"
"We know everything? Actually, there is not very much to know about you. You are a very ordinary man, Mister Sorensen."
"If I agree, when would I have to leave?"
"A private plane will be leaving tomorrow at noon from Dulles. Our people will help you get ready and take care of your home and personal affairs while you are gone."
I didn't know much about airplanes. All I knew for sure was that it was a jet and it was not a 747. I assumed that it was big enough to cross the Pacific to Hawaii, or else they would not have used it. My escort loaded my bags for me as I stood around trying to look as if I knew what I was doing, which of course was totally wrong.
I had tried to pack what I thought I would be needing. It would have been nice to have had some sort of guide. The biggest concern was the fact that there was no electricity on the island. I am not sure how current the information was that I picked off the computer, but it didn't look encouraging. Just in case, I took my cell phone and charger. I also packed my laptop. I had no idea how to charge batteries or used electronic equipment without electricity. I was kicking myself for not learning more about solar energy. I was wondering about my satellite cell phone service. By the time I had myself completely confused, the limo arrived with the primary passengers.
There were two boys and a girl. The oldest boy, Bryan, looked to be about sixteen years old. The girl, Glenna, was at least a year older, and the last of all was Chaz, who couldn't have been more than twelve years old. I introduced myself and was surprised that they all seemed to be pleasant and well-mannered. As a rule, I don't typically like children.
Things were looking fine, until it came to the nanny. I couldn't be sure, but she appeared to be from some part of Central America. Maya was barely five foot tall. I guessed that she was not yet thirty, but looked older. I was an extremely poor judge of women. She passed by me, as if I had leprosy. The stare that she gave me, haunted me for the entire trip. It was easy to see that I would not have been her choice for this trip. I still could not figure out what ever possessed Sonja to think that I was her best option. Maya handled the children like a drill instructor. They listened to her and did what she said, not out of fear or obedience, but because they seemed to want to. I was impressed.
After the novelty of the takeoff, I took the time to create some rapport with each of the kids. It would make things easier if I knew what their likes and dislikes were. I quickly discovered that they knew everything about the threat that I had made, and why I had made it. Yet they did not seem to be afraid of me. There was no doubt that Maya knew, because she never took her eyes off of me.
Bryan was interested in computers and anything related to them. He was disappointed when he found out that Niihau did not have electricity. His eyes lit up a little when I told him that I had smuggled my laptop aboard, and he seemed responsive when I asked him if he knew anything about solar power or satellite communications. Bryan and I were going to get along fine.
Glenna was looking forward to swimming and learning to surf. Her biggest worry was that we would not be near a beach, or if there was one, it would be too rough to swim in. I promised to help her figure out a way to get to the water, but I couldn't help her surf. We had a little laugh about that. She was hoping to be able to go horseback riding also.
Chaz was upset because there were no snakes on the islands. He was looking forward to collecting all the critters that he could. After he said that, I told him that I was relieved that St. Patrick had chased away all of the snakes. He took great pleasure in straightening me out.
I knew that I would not get a chance to talk with Maya. She made it perfectly clear by her facial expressions and gestures that she wanted nothing to do with me. I could tell that she did not appreciate my associating with the children. I found myself staring at her as she slept. Her skin was a bronze color with a slight sheen. Her lips and nose were both a little flatter and broader than average. Her eyebrows were dark and heavy. I had no trouble at all remembering that her eyes were also dark and deep. She was sexy, exotic, and very intriguing.
We stopped in Seattle and had supper at the airport while the plane refueled. I was surprised to discover that Maya spoke perfect English, without a trace of an accent. She hadn't spoken to me, but I paid attention when she was with the children. She was becoming more interesting as the flight went on.
The children slept the entire way from Seattle to the islands. Maya was asleep for part of the time. When she wasn't sleeping, she was watching me. It was obvious that she knew about the letter, and was more worried about it than the children were.
The next leg of our journey was in a seaplane, which the kids thought was really cool. That was surpassed by a helicopter ride directly to Niihau. There was a small group of people ready to meet us, and I tried my best to stay in the background. It was evident that they were trying to keep everything completely low key.
Two hours later, a jitney-like jeep dropped us off at our new home. It was a typical island bungalow with a few upgrades. As the kids and Myra rushed into the new place, I walked around the whole building. It had a tin or metal roof, with large, enclosed gutters for collecting rain water. I had checked beforehand and all my information seemed to indicate that it was a relatively dry island. I was sure that nobody would have gone to all the trouble of installing a system like this unless it was cost-effective. The collected water was all channeled into three, quite large, fiberglass tanks mounted high, under the roof on the West side of the building.
The whole South side of the roof was covered with solar panels. There appeared to be three different types of panels, but all had the same tilt angle. I was curious to see exactly how the solar energy was being used.
Chaz was fascinated by the small flock of free-range chickens clustered around a small, raised coop in the backyard. There might not be any bacon, but it looked like we would be having a lot of eggs.
I was still trying to stay inconspicuous. The guy who dropped us off had just finished explaining things to Maya as I entered the house. He would be delivering the groceries and other supplies to us every Tuesday morning. He gave Maya some forms that she could use for ordering for the following week. I decided to keep my nose out of it. Maya was the professional, and I was just going along for the ride. I still had no idea why I was here. There was a propane tank out back that would be checked and filled monthly. In addition to the stove, there was an antique, propane-powered, refrigerator. I hadn't seen one of those since I was a kid. There appeared to be plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables.
Bryan announced that he had claimed the small bedroom on the South side of the house. It had a door leading to the battery storage area for the solar collectors. I was initially concerned, until I noticed that the area was fully ventilated. In addition to the batteries, there was a hodge-podge of wiring and switches. It scared the bejesus out of me, but it fascinated Bryan. He could not wait to get his hands dirty.
I ended up having to share a room with Chaz. He thought that this was cool. Maya wasn't crazy about it, but there was no place else for me to sleep. She most certainly didn't offer to share and I didn't expect her to.
Maya prepared a small buffet of fresh fruit for supper. She did not appear to be in the mood to cook a meal and I understood why. Ten minutes after we finished eating, Chaz was fast asleep on the sofa, and the rest of us were ready for bed. About a half-hour later, I heard a small scream. Maya was the first to try out the unheated shower. I was relieved to find out that this was all it was about. It also made me snicker a little.
By the time I got up, Maya had put breakfast on the table. It was, of course, fruit and eggs, with fresh juice. Chaz was strutting around with a big grin on his face, because he was the one who had collected the eggs. Maya had no trouble assigning him this same task for every morning.
I discovered that I didn't enjoy shaving with cold water and I was not thrilled with the chilly shower either. The water wasn't actually freezing cold, but it just wasn't warm. I also realized that I would need new clothes if I was going to stay here for any length of time. When I got done with my morning grooming ritual, I found myself tobe alone in ther house.
I stood on the porch and looked out over the valley in front of me. The ocean was closer than I had originally believed it to be. At the bottom of the hill, I could make out Maya with Glenna and Chaz. Bryan was not with them. I watched as they left the road and walked across the rocks and sand to the water. Chaz was wandering all over the place. Glenna walked directly into the surf and just stood there while being quite still. They were almost a mile away, so I could not see much more than their basic movements. Maya sat down on one of the rock outcroppings and watched them. I turned my attention towards the house when I heard some noises from the back. I noticed that Bryan was sitting in the middle of the battery room, with a clipboard. He was concentrating so deeply, that I didn't believe that he never heard me enter the room. A quick glance indicated that he was making a schematic drawing of all of the wiring and equipment in the house. I felt a little relieved that he found something to occupy himself with so quickly.
"Mister Sorensen, what type of cellphone service do you have?" I guess I wasn't as quiet as I thought I had been.
"It's Verizon. I brought it along because I was hoping that we could get satellite reception."
"Is it internet capable?"
"Internet, e-mail, GPS, as well as texting. I don't use most of that stuff, but the phone does just about everything."
"Do you mind if I use it for a while?"
"I was only going to use it for emergencies because we don't have any way to recharge it."
Bryan gave me a big smile. "No problem. It looks like we will be able to recharge anything by the end of the day."
"Do you need the laptop also?"
"Not until tomorrow. I should be able to connect the laptop to the internet through the cellphone. I assume that you have an unlimited service plan?"
I went to get the laptop and cell phone. When I returned, Bryan had moved into his room where he had a desk set up along the wall that connected to the battery room. I didn't know where he got the desk from. He placed both of the items on the back of the desk and continued to work on his drawings.
"I have to order a bunch of stuff so that I can get us set up. I have my own Paypal account so don't worry about it. The mail won't be here till next Tuesday, but I have a lot to do until then."
I didn't have an answer for him or a comment. He seemed to know exactly what he was doing and there was nothing that I could contribute. As I turned to leave, I heard him say; "By the way, that third section of solar panels is not for power collection, it is a solar-based hot water system. It should be Okay as soon as I can get a DC pump with enough lift. Do you want to work on that?"
Crafty little bugger. He took control of the situation and was already delegating. I just smiled and nodded, as I left him to his work. I needed something to do and getting the hot water system working seemed interesting.
Maya, Glenna, and Chaz were still down by the water. It was only a ten minute walk, or maybe slightly longer. Chaz located a few tidal pools and was busy checking them for living creatures. Glenna had walked further down the beach, but was still within sight. I sat by Maya and was rewarded with a look that indicated that my presence was not appreciated. I was going to try and strike up some sort of conversation with her, but then decided against it. This was not something that could be forced. Maya seemed to hate me and had no trouble letting me know it. We sat quietly until Glenna wandered back and then we all left to return to the bungalow. Chaz would have stayed all day, but reacted immediately when Maya called him.
Chaz chatted all the way back to the house. Maya said nothing. Glenna only had one comment; "I have to find a surf board someplace."
Things seemed to normalize from then on. Chaz would be up early everyday and off to somewhere unknown. At first, he spent most of his time at the tidal pools. As he got more familiar with the surroundings he got a little more adventurous. He would lose himself in the jungle-like areas around the house. There were no poisonous snakes on the islands and no other dangerous animals. I wasn't worried about his well being at all. Amazingly, Maya didn't seem to be concerned either.
Maya was still not getting any friendlier, but at least she was now communicating. There were things that had to be done and in order for them to happen, she had to talk to me. I accepted the situation and didn't push it. Her skin seemed to glisten in the sunlight.
Bryan was living in a world of his own. I stayed out of his way as much as I could. I was not smart enough to offer him any suggestions. His desk looked like a rat's nest of wires and home-made boxes. The cell phone was no longer a portable device. It was permanently wired into the solar electrical system somehow and the laptop computer was hardwired to it. We had phone service to anywhere in the world. In addition, we had internet service through the phone.
Glenna was able to sweet talk Bryan into making a call for her, and by the next morning she had her own surf board. Her days were now spent at the beach trying to teach herself how to surf. In the evenings, Bryan showed her web videos that he found during the day. The downside here was for Maya. She refused to let Glenna go to the water alone. After three days, Maya finally felt the need to have a conversation with me that was other than functional.
"Mister Sorensen. It is difficult for me to say this, but I need your help." She had my attention, so I sat down waiting for the other shoe to fall. I swear that she was getting prettier, every day.
"I have washing, cleaning, cooking, and other housework that has to be done. I cannot continue to sit by the beach with Glenna all day, but I must not leave her alone."
"You want me to start doing the housework?"
That got me a frustrated smirk. "No. I need you to watch Glenna while I do what has to be done at the house. I am not happy about leaving you alone with any of them, but it cannot be helped."
"What is your problem with me? Can I explain anything that will make you feel better about the whole situation?"
"I read the letter Mister Sorensen. The last thing I want is to leave you with them. Mrs. Heard seems to believe that you are no threat. She told me to trust you. I don't know why she said that, but then I don't really know you. I have a job to do. I am forced to do this even though I don't want to."
She was right. I tried my best to look sincere. "Maya. I would never do anything to hurt the children. When I wrote that letter, I was hurting. I know it was a terrible thing to do, but I was desperate. I was bitter because my marriage had just broken up. Sonja asked me to come here for a reason. It must have something to do with the kids. I'll figure it out. In the meantime, I will be willing to do anything that I can to help you and try to earn your trust."
"Good. You start tomorrow, right after the delivery."
"What delivery?"
"We have a truck load of mail, food, supplies, and things that Bryan has ordered, coming. Next week, we are going to be getting a larger shipment of clothing and personal items that we could not bring on the plane. Some of that will be from your apartment."
"How do you know all of this?"
"I talk to the island supervisor every day as well as Mister Malik. Bryan has everything set up so that I can keep track of what is going on. Things will be better next week, in case there is anything that you you need or have to look into."



I had nothing to say. She was smart, competent, and well-organized. The warm climate and humidity made her bronze skin glow, in contrast to her long black hair. She was dressing a little more casually lately, which showed off her full figure. I was still mystified by her perfect diction.
"I have to get supper ready." She turned to go. I assumed that our conversation was now over. "Oh, by the way, I expect hot water in that shower by next week."
We both smiled. That was a first. I was feeling better about our relationship.
Tuesday morning was like Christmas. Instead of the jeep, we were visited by a small Isuzu truck. There were several boxes for me, but most of the things were for the kids. Maya got some generic vegetables and fruit and didn't look extremely happy. She had a list ready for the next week, which included staples and food items that she wanted. Bryan got the most things. The packages came from several sources and were of all sizes and shapes. He was grinning from ear to ear as he moved the 'treasures' into his room. I was dying to see what he had planned.
The mail was placed on the top of the refrigerator. We could look at it later. Before our delivery man could leave, Glenna pulled him aside, and whispered something to him. Maya hadn't noticed. Our island Santa, smiled, and waved to Glenna as he left.
I was ready for our daily trek to the beach, when Glenna told me that she was not going. She wanted to inventory her new things and arrange her room. That was fine with me, until Bryan came out and handed me a package.
"This one is for you, Mister Sorensen." Gee, I had to get all of these people to call me by my first name.
I was now the proud owner of a DC water pump.
"All the wiring and PVC plumbing fixtures that you will need are in the battery room."
As he walked away, I felt like a highschooler getting ready to do a science project. When I went past Maya going to the back of the house, I couldn't help snickering.
"When I get this installed, I will need you to help me test it."
Maya gave me a shocked look, smiled, and then hit me on the shoulder as I passed by. Things were starting to look up.
I won't bore you with all the complexities of installing the water pump to the solar collector. Let's just say that there was a lot of cursing on my part and a few giggles from Bryans room. I was so engrossed with what I was doing, that I skipped lunch. All the pump did was carry the water to the top of the solar panels and let it run down to the shower. It didn't make the water scalding hot, but it did make it a little more pleasant. Chaz was more than happy to be the first to use it. It would be worthless at night or during a cloudy, rainy day, but I was glad that it worked at all. I started thinking about other projects that I could tackle.
I was on the roof checking all of the water fittings, when I realized that somebody was using the shower. That made it much easier for me to check for leaks. When I came back down, Maya was coming out of the shower wrapped in a towel. She gave me an embarrassed glance and ducked into her room. It was worth all the time it took, if she was happy.
Things improved over the next few days. From out of nowhere, a local boy, who was about seventeen years old, showed up. Apparently, Glenna had asked the delivery man if he knew of anyone who could teach her how to surf. The guy's name was Teddy and he lived about three miles from the beach. The two of them seemed to hit it off right away. I didn't much enjoy playing the role of chaperone, but in this case, I could see that it would be necessary. I had to admit that she looked pretty good in a swimming suit. I was no longer watching Glenna to insure that she didn't hurt herself, I was now responsible for her virtue. I told Maya about this new development that evening and she was not happy.
Bryan was having no trouble at all keeping busy and I have to admit that I was envious of his skills and knowledge. In only a few days, we had a complete computer system set up, including a printer, and an internet phone system. I would have liked to get my cellphone back, but the boy genius still needed it for the internet connection. He assured me that he was working on it.
Chaz lost interest in the tidal pools and started spending almost all of his time in the undergrowth. For some reason, neither Maya nor I were worried about him.
Glenna was the big problem. It wasn't because she was doing anything wrong, it was just because she was a beautiful, young girl with a great body, spending everyday with an island surfer boy. I hate to sound like I am stereotyping, but that seemed to be the best way to describe him. There was nothing about Teddy that you wouldn't like, except for the fact that he was probably a horny, teenage boy. Glenna should not have been flirting and leading Teddy on, but she was a teenaged girl with raging hormones.
Maya and I were now engaging in conversation on a regular basis. It was usually about the kids or the house. She appeared to be accepting me a little more, but she was still cautious. She was not happy about my interpretation of the relationship between Glenna and Teddy. She blamed me for not watching them close enough. She was right.
A quite large package arrived with a ton of home-schooling supplies. Chaz was not too excited about the whole thing, though Bryan and Glenna were interested. Glenna would be leaving for college before the end of the year and Bryan was on a fast track to wherever he wanted to go. It appeared that their mother had all sorts of irons in the fire concerning their upper education. I decided that it was best if I kept my nose out of it. Maya did ask me to help, however, by setting up some sort of formal schedule for studying and testing.
I got my cellphone back when Bryan figured out how to combine all of his electronic gadgets to include the internet access. He got a satellite internet receiver that operated on DC from somewhere. He had an electronic panel set up in his room that would operate and recharge any DC operated electrical appliance. The first thing I did was call my parents. Everything was fine at home, but they had not seen or heard from Natalie. I called Wilfred Malik, because I didn't know who else could give me any kind of an update. The bad news from Malik was that he was not able to move me out of my apartment, because Natalie had moved back in. That was not good.
Glenna had elected to do her studying early in the day and her surfing in the afternoons. She and Teddy, seemed to enjoy wandering off behind some rock outcroppings, just to tease me. Usually, I ignored it, but one day I felt the urge to check it out further. Having my cell phone back gave me the opportunity to get a few pictures of Teddy and Glenna kissing and a little more. Glenna still had her bikini on, but that didn't stop Teddy from exploring. My quiet little cough broke up the fun and allowed me to walk home with an embarrassed young lady.
When she saw the photos, Maya was convinced that my suspicions about Glenna were correct. A short while later, I saw them having a private chat on the back lanai. I was glad that Maya was here because this was a conversation that I did not want to have. When Maya was finished talking to Glenna, she gave me a tongue lashing that I would remember for a long time. She was not happy with the lousy job that I had done watching Glenna.
Somehow or other, Bryan had completed all of his school assignments and tests, and contacted the admissions departments at a few schools that he was interested in. I was impressed with his efforts.
Chaz was also starting to get a little weird. After his afternoon excursions to whereever he went, he would sit in his room and make all sorts of notes and drawings. Bryan got him a small, digital camera and showed him how to load the pictures into the new desktop computer that appeared from nowhere. There were DC appliance plugs in every room of the house. The new computer that Chaz was using also had a small scanner. He was turning into a geek, just like his brother, except it was leaning in the area of biology instead of electronics.
I got my laptop computer back at the same time that a DC powered HDTV showed up. Things were looking pretty good, but I still wished that I had a microwave oven every now and then.
Everything was fairly normal for the next few weeks.The high point for me was when Maya confessed that she did not believe that I had any intention of hurting the children. She didn't elaborate on this and I didn't push it.
Glenna had her eighteenth birthday party.
Then things started changing rapidly. The first was when Maya told me that I no longer had to go to the beach with Glenna.
"I don't understand, Maya. You were greatly concerned about her safety and then about her close relationship with Teddy. What changed?"
"I have a lot of confidence in Teddy. I think he knows the water and the wave actions. I believe he can keep Glenna safe. I don't think she will hurt herself with him around."
"Come on Maya. You know what is going on between them. There is no way that you can leave them alone together on a deserted beach. You know what is going to happen."
Maya put down the laundry that she was folding and looked at me. "It's too late, Robert." That was the first time she called me by my first name.
"What does that mean?"
"It means that you did a rotten job as a chaperone." She sighed as if she had failed at something. "They have already had sex. We can't stop it now. I know because I was young once. We might as well let them work things out between them and stop frustrating ourselves."
"What if she gets pregnant? What the hell are you going to tell Sonja?"
"I got Glenna started on birth control pills a few weeks ago. I also talked to Mrs. Heard about it. She understands and said that as far as she was concerned it was normal and healthy."
"How did you get her a prescription for the pills? Why didn't you tell me that you were in contact with their mother?"
Maya snatched up her folded laundry and walked out of the room. "I don't want to talk about this anymore. There are several roof panels that need to be fastened down. See if you can get it done before supper and whatever you do, don't fall off the damned roof."
I was being dismissed. I could easily tell that Maya had given me all the information I was going to get. I was beginning to feel comfortable about the whole situation and now I felt like an outsider again. I spent the whole afternoon on the roof hammering and moping about my inability to manage my own affairs.
I was quiet and sullen during the evening meal. Glenna seemed happier than usual, and for good reason. Bryan and Chaz were the same as usual. Maya noticed my unhappiness about the whole situation and let me know by sticking her tongue out at me when the children were not watching. She followed it up with a small smile. I spent the rest of the evening confused.
Since I no longer had to baby sit Glenna in the afternoons, I had a lot of time to spend working around the house. If I needed any parts or tools I wrote it down on the list that Maya kept on the refrigerator. I never did get a clear understanding of what my function was. The kids took care of their own schooling. Maya took care of the house duties. All I really had to do was hang around and play 'Mister Fix-it.'
After one of the evening meals, Chaz made a comment that interested me. He looked over at Bryan and simply said; "I miss Sarai. She could cook a lot better than Maya." There was a little more discussion about the food preparation, but I was just interested in who the hell Sarai was and why she wasn't with us?
I tucked the comment about Sarai away in my cluttered mind. It was not important enough to dwell on, but something I wanted to remember. I guess I could have just asked one of the kids about Sarai, but I didn't feel comfortable doing it.
Out of the blue, Bryan received an acceptance letter from MIT. He was scheduled to start classes in four weeks. It appeared that everything had been arranged and taken care of without my knowledge. I guess I didn't have a need to know. I insisted that before he left he had to prepare a manual explaining everything about the electrical system in the house in such a manner that I could understand it. He thought it was a good challenge and went right to it. He also got Glenna ready to take her final exams, and helped her get some college applications in.
Now I was really confused. If Sonja was going to let the kids leave the safety of the island to go to college, why were we sent here in the first place, and what were the kids being protected from? I was the idiot that threatened to kill them and I was being ignored. I had to assume they were here to protect them from any nasty news concerning the death of their father and prosecution of their mother, but with our TV and internet connections, that was not so. My presence seemed superficial. Maya laughed when she saw that I added a sixpack of beer onto the supply list.
Things got a little more complicated on the night of the monsoon. I think it was just a big storm, but we all liked to call it a monsoon. It had rained all day and Chaz never made it back for supper. Maya and I left Glenna and Bryan at the house and went to look for him. The constant rain had turned everything to mud. I happened to know that his favorite spot was in a deep ravine just South of the house. That was where we found him. He was Okay, just stuck. The sides of the gully were steep. During normal conditions, Chaz could easily get up and down with no problems. The rain changed things. What used to be footholds were now just slick mud. Maya took an immediate flop into the side of the trail. By this time she was soaked from the rain. I couldn't help but to notice that she had no bra on underneath her tee shirt. I was intrigued by the large brown nipples that were peeking through the thin, wet cotton. While I was distracted, I suddenly felt both of my feet fly into the air and I landed beside the wet and muddy Guatemalan beauty. Chaz was laughing his head off. He was covered with the sticky mud also, but didn't seem too concerned about it. It took us about ten minutes to pull him out of his hole. Maya gave him a little scolding, but nothing that wasn't deserved. I was just glad that we found him safe and that Maya didn't have a bra on. Oh, did I mention that before?
The rain helped to get some of the dirt off before we got back to the house, but not all of it. Maya made us leave our shoes outside, and then shoved Chaz into the shower. He handed his muddy clothing out to her, and, in return, she gave him a towel to wrap himself. Glenna took him to his room.
I don't know why, but I decided to join Maya in the shower. She was still dressed when I stepped in. At first she seemed surprised, but suddenly she relaxed as she turned her back to me. She had her arms over her exposed nipples. I took some shampoo and squirted it on the top of her head. When I started to wash her hair, she stood still and seemed to hold her breath. After a few moments, she exhaled and started to breath normally. She moved her head around to allow me easier access. I had to turn her around to rinse the suds out and she did not resist. When I started to pull her shirt over her head, she raised her arms. As I started to wash her body, she began removing my wet clothes. In a few minutes time, we were both naked. I spent far more time washing her breasts than was necessary, but I heard no complaints.
Both of us were breathing faster and deeper. I tilted my head down to allow her better access to my muddy hair and found myself directly in front of a pouting nipple. It seemed to be perfectly natural to want to kiss it. I was rewarded with a light smack on the top of my head, but she kept washing. Moments later, I kissed the second one, and this time she grabbed the back of my neck and pulled me closer to her.
Sex in a shower is definitely not comfortable, but it sure was erotic. It took less than five minutes for both of us to finish. Thank goodness it didn't take longer, because Bryan was beating on the door wanting to know if everything was Okay.
I left first with a towel around me. As I passed Glenna and Bryan in the living room, they were both giggling. I couldn't figure out if that was a good or a bad thing. All I know is, at the moment I felt good. Chaz was fast asleep when I got to the room. It must have been a big day for him. I decided to lie down for a minute and didn't wake up until the next morning.
I was expecting a cheerful and happy housekeeper the next morning, but all I got was a grumpy one. I was confused, but couldn't pursue the problem with the kids around. After a while Glenna, Bryan, and Chaz went their separate ways and Maya and I were alone.
"Maya. I am confused. You seem a little out of sorts. Did I do something wrong? If I did, I am sorry. I had no intention of forcing you to do something that you didn't want to do."
She put down the dish that she was drying. "No. You didn't do anything wrong: I did."
"I am sorry that you feel that way. It won't happen again."
She slammed the flat of her hand on the counter. "No, damn it. That's not it. It's is not you or anything you did."
"I don't understand."
Maya got two fresh cups of coffee and sat down at the table with me. "Do you remember when I had the talk with Glenna about two weeks ago? The day that you caught her kissing Terry."
"Yeah. I thought you did a good job. What went wrong?"
"I gave Glenna my birth control pills. I wasn't using them, or shall we say, I didn't have a need for them. I figured that she would get more use out of them than I would. At the time, I had not planned or expected anything to happen between us."
I took a big swig of coffee, even though it was too hot. "You mean that there is the possibility that..?"
She interrupted me before I could finish. "Don't even say it or think it. I won't know anything for a few weeks. In the mean time, keep that thing in your pants." She noticed that I looked a little dejected.
"At least, until I can get some more pills." There was a small smile on her face as she turned back toward the sink. For some strange reason, I was hoping that she was with child. I hardly knew this woman, but the thought of being a father to her baby was exciting to me. I couldn't explain it.
Chaz and I spent the most part of the day putting a new roof on the chicken shed. It was still too muddy for him to go to his sanctuary. I was in a good mood all day.
We were watching the news on the television, but not on a regular basis, so we were shocked as hell the next week when Sonja Heard showed up at the house.
I felt like an outsider again, so I stayed in the background and let her spend time with her children. Maya took me aside and gave me a brief rundown of what had occurred. It seems that the prosecuting attorney had quietly dropped all charges against Sonja, and she had been realeased with as little fanfare as possible. She immediately came to see her children and to hide from the Press. Appearently, she did a pretty good job, because when we did checked the news, everybody was speculating on her whereabouts. It appeared that there was a whole lot of forensic evidence collected immediately after the murder. None of it was compromised or planted, and none of it directly implicated Sonja. The prosecutor was trying everything he could to tie one thing to her and couldn't. Sonja's attorney kept quiet the whole time. They didn't protest or force the case to be dropped. They simply waited until the case fell apart on its own. Sonja spent all that time in jail, when she probably could have gotten out a lot earlier. All I could think of was; what did this all have to do with me, and why I was here?



The jeep that brought Sonja to the house was still there. As Maya and I sat on the front porch, the kids started gathering up stuff from the house. Sonja finally approached.
"I really want to thank you guys for all your help. I could not have done this without your help?" She was being overly gracious.
Maya wasted no time returning the thanks. "Mrs. Heard, Sarai and I can never thank you enough for all of your help. You have no need to thank me. We will be in your debt forever."
I just sat there like a dunce. All of this was going right over my head. There was that name again; Sarai. Who the hell was Sarai and what did she have to do with any of this?
"Did you enjoy yourself, Robert?" She caught me by surprise. I recovered my composure and simply said "Yes, I guess so."
"You're not sure?"
"Sonja, I never figured out why I was here and I never figured out what I was supposed to do. Since you are here, maybe I can get an explanation?"
About that time the three kids came bounding out of the house, and tossed their bags into the jeep.
"Maya, we are going over to the big island for about a week. I am going to leave you here with Robert to rest up. When we get back, we can discuss what is going to happen next, and I will give Robert an explanation." Sonja turned and got into the jeep with the kids. They all waved and a moment later they were gone.
I looked over at Maya and she had a kittenish little smile on her face. I was confused and she was grinning.
"Do you want to go in and mess around?" I couldn't believe it, but I heard it.
"Did you get your new pills?"
"No silly. I am pregnant. No sense bothering with the pills now."
We spent most of the day in bed. I sure was glad that I decided to go on this trip.
The evening meal was quiet without the kids. In fact, it was quiet between the two of us. After a whole afternoon of intimacy, we still seemed distant. There were a lot of unanswered questions. I was here with a woman, that I wanted to stay with, and have a baby with, and I knew very little about her. It was hard to explain.
"Maya. Who is Sarai?"
"My sister." She answered the question, but by not explaining further, she just complicated it.
"How does she fit into this whole picture? Besides being your sister, what was her involvement with the family?"
Maya got up from the table and got me a bottle of my precious beer. "Sarai and I both worked for Mrs. Heard. She cooked and I took care of the children and housekeeping."
"Where is she now?"
Maya went and got a beer for herself. "Robert. I am not trying to be difficult. I want to tell you everything, but it is a little complicated." I had upset her. That was not my intent. Now I felt bad, but I was also hurt that she was keeping things from me.
She used a glass to drink her beer. "Robert. What is the status of your marriage? What I am really trying to find out is, are you still going to be married when all of this is over?"
"I thought that she was going to file for a divorce when she left, but she didn't, and I don't know why. I also have no idea what the status is right now. If she doesn't file soon, I will. It's hard to do anything or know anything from here."
The beer tasted good. It could have been a little colder, but it was all right.
"Why is it that you speak perfect English with no accent if you are from Guatemala?"
"I have been in the States since I was three years old. Sarai and I learned English from Sesame Street."
We had a good give and take going. I was hoping to keep it up, but I have a knack for usually saying the wrong thing.
"Why didn't you kill Mister Heard, Robert?"
"Can I have another beer?" I handed her the empty. "Maya, I felt more hurt and humiliated than vengeful. I was mad, but not mad enough to kill."
She gave me the new bottle. "This is the last one. Enjoy it."
"Robert. Are you glad that I am going to have ababy, or are you upset?"
"I am very glad about the baby, but I am concerned about what is going to happen between us."
"That's a good answer."
There was a short lull. I am sure that she had more questions. I know that I did. It was time to put my foot in my mouth.
"Maya. What did Sarai do and why isn't she with us?"
Before I knew it, I was alone in the kitchen. Maya stormed out of the room and out of the house. I finished cleaning up from supper and went out onto the front porch. She was sitting on the top step looking out at the sunset. It was beautiful, but there were tears in her eyes. I sat beside her and said nothing.
It was at least ten minutes till the last rays of daylight disappeared below the horizon. It was a quiet ten minutes. She looked over at me and took my hand.
"Robert. Mrs. Heard didn't kill her husband, Sarai did. He was beating on the Misses and wouldn't stop. Sarai grabbed the knife and plunged it into his chest. Mrs. Heard told the police that it was her fault, so that Sarai would have time to get away. I believe that she is back in Guatemala, but I am not sure. Mrs. Heard never said that she actually killed him, just that it was her fault. That is why the police still had to prove it."
I hugged Maya close to me and kissed her on the side of her head. It wasn't a passionate kiss, just something to console her. We stayed on the porch for a few more minutes without saying anything and then went to bed. There was no sex that night.
We tried to make the next day as normal as possible, but without the kids, it didn't work. I got an e-mail from Malik. All it said was 'check the drudge report.'
I wasn't sure what I was looking for, but found it eventually.
Assistant Secretary of Agriculture, William Fromuth, was found shot to death this morning in Warrenton, Virginia. Police found his body in a hot tub along with that of Natalie Sorensen, a public relations analyst for an Alexandria consulting firm. Both victims had been shot several times at close range. The shooting was reported by Mildred Fromuth, the victim's wife, who was waiting for the police when they arrived. Mrs. Fromuth was taken into custody awaiting charges. Natalie Sorensen had also been connected with Malcolm Heard, who was killed earlier this year.
I printed out the news article and gave it to Maya to read, but did not stay to see her reaction. I guess Natalie had a thing for politicians. I just wished that she had been a little bit more discrete.
I called my parents. They told me that Natalie's folks were already on the way to get her body and bring it home. I felt sorry for them. They were good people and didn't deserve to see their daughter end up this way. I had loved Natalie at one time, and couldn't help but feel some sorrow at her demise.
Sonja was already aware of Natalie's demise when they returned to Niihau. She found the time to sit down and talk with me. It took her an hour to explain the circumstances surrounding Malcolm's death, but I still didn't find out why she sent me here. I think I asked her the question directly twice and she side-stepped it each time. I realized that she was not going to give me an answer, so I stopped trying.
They were all going back to the States. Bryan would start at MIT and Glenna got early admission to the University of Hawaii. She had convinced her mother that it was important for her to be someplace where she could surf. Chaz was the big problem for Sonja. He didn't want to leave Niihau. He didn't want to leave the house. He was only twelve, so he didn't have a choice, but his mother was willing to make a compromise. There was one hitch.
Maya and I had to agree to remain on Niihau until Chaz was ready to start college. Chaz would spend the summers and any extended vacation time with us, but had to stay with his mother the rest of the year. I didn't know what kind of salary Maya was getting, but mine was going to be adjusted from two thousand a week to a thousand dollars a month. It was a hell of a cut, but I was still going to get paid and have a free place to live for doing nothing. I was also going to get to do it with my own private little sex toy. Things were even better because the money that I had hidden in the Caymans was now available.
Sonja made supper for everyone that night while Maya and I walked down to the beach. We needed a quiet place to talk. It was a serious decision and would require great consideration. It took us at least five minutes to decide.
A week later, we were alone. We missed the kids, but they promised to keep in touch. Teddy stopped by one time. He looked a little dejected until I told him that Glenna would be starting at the University of Hawaii the next month. We didn't see him again, but he left happy.
When I sold my business, there was no a 'non-compete' clause in the contract. As long as I did not contact any of my former clients, I could continue doing business, as I had before. Bryan left me a nice little computer set-up and my new business was up and running in a week.
A month later, Malik called to let me know that Natalie had an insurance policy for five hundred thousand dollars and that I was the sole beneficiary.
Maya wants three more kids.
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It was an eerie-looking parking garage. The Berwick Apartments were the first in the city to have their own lower-level parking and it was not nearly as well lit or as well laid out as the newer ones. There was no security and I could detect no cameras. This was odd, because there was also no access restrictions. All of the parking slots were assigned and there were an abundance of signs posted all over the place, that threatened trespassers with towing and associated fees. It was located in a low-traffic, non-commercial area, so I imagined that they didn't have too many problems.
My mind was wandering. It was a Friday afternoon, and I had been sitting there for three hours now. My patience was giving out. My wife, Carlotta, had been upstairs visiting with Charles Henry Jenkins. Mr. Jenkins, or CH as many people referred to him, is the vice president of Gilbert Mechanicals, one of the largest companies in town. I wouldn't call him rich, but he is certainly well off. Actually, compared to me, he is rich. He is also charming, good looking, and I am assuming, great in the sack. Thus it should be easy to figure out why I was here today.
Carlotta and I had been married for 27 years. In high school, I was a mediocre student and she was just one of the girls. I guess you could say that we were a couple of the invisible kids who pass through the system. We dated and then married the next year, after graduation. She wanted to get out of her parents house, and I wanted regular sex. It seemed like a good deal at the time.
I got a job as a house painter, and in a few years, I had my own business. We had two sons, Tony and Greg, and a daughter Sharon. We were never in need of anything, but raising three kids meant that we never really had any money to spend on the nicer things in life. My kids were the only ones in the neighborhood who never got to go to Disney World. We spent a lot of time at Knoebel's Grove, but that didn't make up for it. The only other get-away was at the family bungalow on the Little Lehigh.
Carlotta and I always got along well. There was never any wild passionate love like you see in the movies. We were comfortable together, but I can't say that we were madly in love. I thought that that was what real life was all about.
Carlotta kept most of her figure after the kids were born, though her butt did get a little bigger. She had an olive complexion and thick dark hair. When she hit the forty year mark, a silver hair streak showed up on the left side. It was odd, but a little classy. She used to comb her hair so that it accented her face. I had to admit that she was still a beautiful woman.
Her beauty, however, was offset by her bitter personality. She was never what you would call a loving person. Even the kids noticed this. As they got older, Carlotta got meaner. It was never directed at anyone in particular, just everything and everybody in general. I had no idea what brought this on.
Tony and Greg finished school with the same outstanding credentials as I did. Ha, Ha. Hell, we can't all be geniuses. They both started work as bricklayer apprentices and within two years they had their own little business. Not too shabby. Sharon got married and moved out as soon as she could. Once Carlotta and I were alone in the house, I became the target for all of her venom.
I didn't eat properly. I dressed like a slob. I was out of shape. I was stuck in a dead-end job and would never amount to anything. I forced her to drive a crappy car. We had no retirement plan. It was endless. I was sorry that the kids had left home because I no longer had anyone to share the wrath of Carlotta. And then, after about a year, it all came to an end.
My loving wife had somehow or other developed a new interest that changed her personality. Instead of constantly harping on me, she was now, simply ignoring me. Oh, we still lived together as man and wife, including the sex, but it became almost platonic. She continued to cook the meals and to keep the house as neat as a pin, but the sarcasm disappeared. Her performance in bed was the same as it always had been: mediocre and indifferent. I can't say that it was a bad change, but it did cause me some concern. I guess I should have been happy, but I wasn't.
Of course, the new interest in Carlotta's life was CH Jenkins. I didn't have any idea where she met him or under what circumstances. All I knew is that it was a regular and a serious relationship. All the woman had to do was ask and I would have given her a divorce in a minute. She would have gotten half of everything, which didn't amount to much. I waited patiently for her to talk to me about it, or to just surprise me with papers, but nothing every happened. I assume that she was happy with the status quo.
There was no way in hell that I was going to bring it up, or confront her about it. Things were running smoothly as long as she was feeling guilty about the affair. If I let on that I knew what was going on, she would probably still continue seeing him, and start making my life miserable again. I couldn't take the chance. If she was aware that I knew about CH and she continued to see him, I would be humiliated to the point where I would probably cause her harm. Then my kids would hate me, and I didn't want that to happen. It was a hell of a dilemma.
Carlotta entered the parking garage alone. She got into her precious Civic and left without noticing my pickup parked in the corner. She had to get home to start supper. CH usually ate his meals out. I moved my truck closer to his Lexus and got as comfortable as I could be. I didn't know much about my wife's lover. He was about forty years old, and as I said before, fairly good looking. He would get his picture in the papers every once in a while by attending some sort of community function. Of course, Carlotta was never with him. One of his most distinguishing features was a large, pinky ring on his right hand. It was a solitaire diamond and appeared to be about three carats. The rumor was, that he got a big bonus when he made VP and blew it all on the ring. After Carlotta and I were married for about five years, I went overboard and got her a ring that was not even half of a carat. Stupid me! I was proud of what I had done.
I watched as he came out of the stairwell and started toward his Lexus. He even walked as if he was hot shit. I didn't know the guy, but I hated him. As soon as he flicked the keyless entry, I stepped out of the truck. The Taser hit him before he reached the door. I wasn't slick and I wasn't cool, but I absolutely got the job done. I grabbed both of his legs and pulled him around to the tailgate. His head and shoulders went up first and then I swung his legs around. They always make it look so easy in the movies, but getting two hundred pounds of dead weight into the back of a truck isn't easy. I duct taped his legs and arms first. When it came to his mouth, I went completely around his head several times, being careful not to cover his nose. I didn't want the son-of-a-bitch suffocating in the back of my truck. I covered him up with a tarp and locked the bed cover. Before leaving, I picked up his keys and re-locked the Lexus.
Twenty minutes later, I called Carlotta and told her that I was trying to finish a job in Trexlertown and that I would probably be late getting home. She gave me a little grief and then dropped it.
It was twilight when I reached the bungalow. I already had a nice place picked out and prepared, on the South side. There were two apple trees there and we always talked about putting in another one. The container with the new Golden Delicious tree that I had bought yesterday, was sitting beside the oversized hole. It was a round hole. There was no way that I was going to dig a hole shaped like a grave. You could hear the traffic going by, but the bungalow was out of sight because of the thick underbrush.
CH was awake when I pulled the tarp off of him. I couldn't tell if he was scared or angry.
"Hi. Do you know who I am?"
His eyes were wide open in fear as he nodded "yes".
"Do you know why you are here?"
His eyes were darting back and forth as he shook his head from side to side.
I smiled as I grabbed his feet and started walking. The back of his head banged against the edge of the tailgate as I yanked him off. He was thrashing back and forth as if he knew what was going to happen. All he was doing though was making himself tired. I took off his watch and precious pinky ring and put them in my pocket. In addition,his wallet and cell phone went onto the front seat of the truck.
By the time I started to push him into the hole, I could tell that he was afraid. I was shoving him in and he kept trying to stand up, even though his hands and feet were secured. I finally had to whack him on the head with the shovel to calm him down. It didn't knock him completely unconscious, but it did make him manageable. I started to fill the hole back up after I got him curled into a fetal position. He was still alive and before I was finished filling the hole, he came to his senses. By that time, all he could do was make a lot of grunting sounds. I had about three foot of soil on top of him, making it impossible to escape, and that is when things finally got quiet.
I took the new apple tree out of the pot, carefully placed it in the center of the hole, and filled the area around it with a couple of bags of good potting soil. I used the rest of the dirt from the hole to finish things off and then spread two bags of mulch nicely on top. It was time to go home.
My supper came out of the microwave. My wife never moved from in front of the television set. It was a quiet evening. I stashed the goodies that I took from CH safely in the garage. I would get rid of them later. Carlotta went to bed early and I spent the night on the couch.
It was a busy weekend; leaves to be raked and shrubs to be pruned. At least I didn't have to mow anymore. There was a good chance that nobody would be going up to the bungalow for the next few months. Carlotta hadn't been there for years. That would let the new tree have a chance to adapt and not look as if it had just been planted.
The weekend was dull and uneventful. Sunday night, I drove into Reading and got rid of the watch, wallet, and cell phone, that I had taken from CH.
Monday morning came around and I was ready to start a new week. Carlotta seemed nervous. I caught her making several calls on her cell phone with no results. Everything was normal until Wednesday when the police showed up at my job site, and escorted me down to the police station.
"Mister Saunders, do you have any idea why you are here?"
His name tag said; 'Lt. Detective Williams.'
"The only thing that I can think of, is that somebody was not happy with the way that I painted their house."
That got me an exasperated smirk. "Do you know Charles Henry Jenkins?"
"I know who he is, but I never met the man. Why?"
"Mister Jenkins is a close friend of your wife, Carlotta."
"Then, maybe, you should be talking to my wife. What does this have to do with me? Did he accuse me of something?"
"Mister Jenkins hasn't said anything." Detective Williams was shuffling some papers around on the desk. "Mister Jenkins did not show up for work on Monday and the last that anyone has seen him was on Friday."
"I don't know what to say. Did you talk to the person who saw him?"
"We did Mister Saunders. Your wife was that person."
"I am just a little curious here. What is my wife's relationship with this Jenkins guy? Also, since he is a friend of my wife's, what the hell am I doing here?"
Detective Williams got up from his chair. "Excuse me for a minute." I watched as he walked out of the room and turned towards the wall with the big one-way mirror. A minute later, he was back in his chair.
"Mister Saunders. Your wife has been close friends with Mister Jenkins for about six months now. She has been a regular visitor to his apartment and in fact, she has been keeping clothing and personal grooming items there."
"What you are telling me is that my wife has been having an affair with this Jenkins guy."
"Would you like some coffee, Mister Saunders, or a coke?"
"No, damn it, but I would like to know where this guy Jenkins is, so that I can pay him a visit. At least tell me where he lives."
The conversation went downhill from there. The house that I was painting in Trexlertown was an empty rental. Nobody could verify that I was or wasn't there. I had actually painted it the day before. All they had was the phone call that I made to Carlotta, which really wasn't proof of anything. The rest of the weekend, I was never out of sight of my wife. I even made sure that I was with people on Monday and Tuesday, just in case. After two hours, Detective Williams and his cohorts seemed frustrated and told me that I could go.
I told them that under the circumstances, they should convince my wife into staying somewhere else until I calmed down. They left me sitting in the room for another hour, and finally a patrolman came for me. Carlotta was going to be staying with Sharon for a few days.
I spent the evening drinking beer and smirking to myself. The next morning, I moved all of my stuff into one of the spare bedrooms. I would not be sleeping with Carlotta again.
The next evening, Tony, Greg, and Sharon all came to talk to me. Their mother admitted to the affair and was extremely regretful. It was a mistake and she never meant to hurt me. It would never happen again. I listened to the crap for thirty minutes and I tried to be as polite as possible. Once I agreed to allow her to come home, everybody was happy and all smiles. After they left, I had a few more beers and started smiling again.
Carlotta returned to the house the next morning and my euphoria was short-lived. We never talked about her affair with CH. If fact we never really talked about anything. Our conversation was limited to whatever words were necessary to function. I never accused her of anything and she never offered an explanation or apology. The police never contacted me again. There were a few small articles in the local newspapers and then it all died down.
The situation with Carlotta, however, did not go as I had hoped. There was no remorse on her part and the old anger and bitterness started to return. She lost her lover and finally realized that he was not coming back. I was up early in the mornings and usually got breakfast, lunch, and dinner at one of the local diners. By the time I got home at night, I was always ready to take a shower and hit the sack. Carlotta took care of the house and washed my clothes. I never asked for more. We still had joint banking accounts and credits cards, but she never abused any of them. There was no sex between us. The few times that we were in the same room were stressful. All of the old digs, innuendos, and insults were back. I found myself hoping that she would find a new lover, and I regretted the demise of the first one.
Even though she was not cheating, she was treating me like a cuckold. She knew that I was fully aware of her affair and that I was doing nothing about it. What kind of a man finds out that his wife was cheating on him and then just rolls over and takes it? A wimp. I could see the contempt in her eyes every time she looked at me. To her, I was a nothing. She had no idea that it was I who pulled the strings. It was I who controlled the situation. It was time to bring her down a notch.
The kids all planned to have Thanksgiving at our house. That seemed like a great idea to me. It would give me the opportunity to straighten things out. The kids had become aware that Carlotta had returned to her old, nasty self, but didn't know what to do about it. I think that they thought it was my fault.
Tony's wife, Greg's wife, Sharon, and Carlotta were all busy in the kitchen as the men monitored the football games. I never liked watching sports, but today was special. I was glad when Sharon announced that the meal was ready.
There were eight of us around the table. Before starting the meal somebody usually says Grace. This time, it was suggested that we go around the table and each person say what he or she is thankful for. It is a silly ritual that seems to have been invented by a television sitcom family. I didn't mind because it would give me a chance to cause a little grief for my wife.
Most of the snippets were of the expected type. Sharon took the opportunity to announce that she was pregnant, which we were all aware of any way. When it passed to me, I smiled and held up my right hand. Everyone got a good look at my shiny, diamond, pinky ring.
"I am thankful for the magic ring, that my lovely wife gave me. It has given me the power to make everything right. It has replaced my sorrow with happiness. It has washed away my humiliation and given me pride. It has provided me with the courage to right a terrible wrong. I am truly thankful for my marvelous and magical ring."
There was quiet around the table. Carlotta was sitting still with her eyes and mouth wide open. The rest of the family didn't notice, because they were all staring at me and my ring, and trying to figure out what the hell I was talking about.
"That's a really neat ring, dad, but what does that silly speech mean?"
Terry seemed to get the ball rolling and soon everyone had jumped in and wanted me to give them some kind of explanation. I just smiled and put my hand back on my lap. I looked at Greg on my right side and said; "Your turn."
No one noticed that Carlotta had gotten up and quietly left the room. Everyone had finished their turn giving thanks, except her. Someone commented on Carlotta's absence in passing and then everyone started serving themselves. They were all busy as I got up to look for my wife.
She was sitting on the side of the bed, while softly crying. She looked up at me with an expression that seemed to be a mixture of fear and anxiety. Her eyes were swollen and her cheeks were red. She didn't say anything, but just sat and looked sadly.
"Carlotta, your family is expecting you to join them. Get yourself cleaned up and join us at the table." That was it. I closed the bedroom door and went back to our guests. Five minutes later, my wife re-joined the group. Nothing was mentioned about her absence.
The rest of the evening went as expected. I insisted that all of the leftover food be sent home with the kids. The girls had helped Carlotta cleanup, and everything had been put away. All the guys did, was empty a few beer bottles and burp. I waved to the last of them and noticed that my wife was going towards the bedroom. I watched with a small smile on my face, which was actually a smirk. I felt so damned wicked and so redeemed. I had one more beer before going to my room.
The aroma of fresh coffee in the kitchen the next morning was unexpected. Carlotta was fully dressed and ready for the day. She offered me a fresh cup, which I accepted and politely drank before heading out for work. It was a little thing, but it was a start. The contempt in her eyes was gone. It had been replaced with a look of cautious respect. It was more like a tolerable look, but it left me slightly uncomfortable.
It was an uneasy day at work. I figured that I had one day, or two at the most, before the police came to get me. Now that Carlotta knew that I had something to do with her boyfriend's disappearance, she was not going to let it go. I didn't care. There was no way that I was going to continue to put up with her crap. I would not be able to give the authorities a good explanation about the ring.
The next morning, Carlotta had coffee ready and asked if I would like some eggs or something. I accepted a toasted English muffin with a little honey. Was this my final meal? Would today be the day the cops came for me? There was no conversation between us, but there were no nasty comments either.



The next week started off the same. Tuesday morning, I had French Toast. On Wednesday morning, she asked me if I could try and get home early, because she was planning on making lasagna, my favorite. Now I was really scared.
It was two weeks until Christmas. I was extremely uncomfortable. Carlotta had something planned and I had no idea what it was. I knew that I was not going to like it.
When I was a boy, I hated Devil's Food cake. Everybody else in the family loved it, so my mother made it often. My favorite cake frosting was a tart, lemon cream. In an attempt to appease me, my mother started to put the lemon icing on the Devil's Food cake. I remember eating the sweet confection with relish, but always knew that underneath the goodness was that damn Devil's Food cake.
Carlotta was the cake and her persona was the lemon icing. Sooner or later, the frosting would be gone and I would be left with the Devil's Food cake. I decided by this time, that she was not going to go to the police and tell them about the ring. She had other plans that probably were not legal. I could not wait any longer.
Two days before Christmas, I cleaned out the bank accounts and cancelled the credit cards. There wasn't that much, but I figured that I would take it all. Yes that's right, I was leaving. No divorce, no legal mumbo-jumbo. I was just going to take off. The house was a rental. We were never really interested in buying our own.
We had a small tree set up with presents for each of the kids and their spouses. They were coming over some time in the afternoon. Unfortunately, I would not get to see them this year. Early Christmas morning, I put a small, jewelry box under the tree for Carlotta and quietly left the house for the last time.
I went West until I hit I-81, and then I started South. I had a friend in Pensacola who was going to put me up until I could get a place of my own. I stopped outside of Hagerstown to get some breakfast. About now, Carlotta would be opening her present. Inside, she would find my wedding band and a three carat, diamond, pinky ring.
It was too far to make the drive in one day, at least for me. Unfortunately, most of the motels were all booked up for the holidays. I finally found one just outside of Chattanooga. The next day, I was settled in comfortably with my old friend Tom and his wife.
There were plenty of furnished mobile homes to rent in the area. After I got settled in, I got a job with a company that specialized in flood and water damage repairs. They agreed to pay me under the table, if I agreed not to give them my Social Security number. It was an interesting arrangement and everybody was happy. I decided it was time to check in with my children. I didn't care about Carlotta, but the kids needed some closure. One of my fellow workers was glad to let me use his cell phone in exchange for lunch.
"Terry. It's dad. What's going on?"
"Where the hell are you? It is a mess here. Mom is going crazy."
"Crazy. How? Crazy mad or crazy sad?"
"Mad as hell. Christmas day was a disaster, but it got worse after that. When she found out that you took all of the money and cancelled the credit cards, she went ballistic."
"Well at least something good came out of this."
"What happened? Before Christmas, everything was looking good between you guys. We all thought that the two of you were going to work everything out."
"Terry, it might have looked that way, but believe me, it was never going to happen. I decided it was better to leave before it went to hell."
"We don't know how long she will be able to hold out with any money. None of us are in a good enough position to help. Sharon suggested that she should get a job and mom blew up. I don't think she has enough to pay the rent and utilities at the end of the month."
"Are you guys doing anything for her at all?"
"We are doing our best to stay away from her. Since she doesn't have you to dump on, she is using us. Sharon won't even answer the phone when she calls. Even if we could help, it is getting to the point where none of us want to."
"Well, I am sorry to have to leave you with this mess, but you guys insisted that I take her back after she cheated on me, so now you get to live with it."
"Are you sure you don't want to come home?"
"No way. I got a job and a nice place to stay. Next week, I am going to get me an HD television and a couple of six-packs. Life is good for me."
"Where the hell are you? The phone indicates El Paso."
"It's not my phone. Don't try to call me back at that number. It won't work. I'll call you again in a couple of weeks. Say hello to Greg and Sharon for me."
I was glad that things were going well at home. It was rough on the kids, but they could take it. My only problem now was deciding if I should get the 32 or the 37 inch television. Decisions, decisions.
There was a lot of work for painters in the area. The contractors were all licensed, but nobody seemed to care about the workers. It was easier to look the other way. As long as the work got done and there were no complaints, things were fine. I got my TV and also a small microwave oven. I was in heaven. I was making enough money to live off of, so I didn't have to touch any of the cash that I brought with me.
I got a throw-away cell phone and three weeks later, I called Terry.
"Dad, I am glad that you called. Mom is in jail."
"What the hell is your mother in jail for?"
"You know that ring that you showed everybody on Thanksgiving?"
"Yeah, what about it?"
"You said that you got it from mom, right?"
"That's right. Why?"
"Well, mom needed cash, so she tried to pawn it. She was arrested, at the pawn shop, within ten minutes."
"Damn, that's rough. Why did they arrest her?"
"You know very well, don't you?"
I didn't answer, but I think he heard me snicker.
"Mom told the police that she got the ring from you, but they didn't believe her.
The police would have had a hard time pinning anything on Carlotta just from the ring. They didn't have a body, a murder weapon, a motive, or a witness. What the hell were they going to charge her with; having her boyfriends ring?
"Terry, I'll call you back in a week. I don't know what to do right now. Let me think on it for awhile."
I spent several hours on the computers at the public library. The Reading Eagle Newspaper had several articles relating to the investigation of the disappearance of Charles Henry Jenkins. The biggest break that they had gotten was when Carlotta tried to pawn his ring. She claimed that I gave it to her and then disappeared.
The next time I called Terry, he told me that he had assured the authorities that I was fine, and just wanted to get away from Carlotta. They had spent several days with my wife and said that they understood my reasoning, but would still like to talk to me. Terry had a number for me to call.
Later that week, I drove over to Biloxi and called the Reading Police Department. It wasn't the conversation that they wanted, but they seemed happy with the answers that I gave them. I simply told them that after I found out that my wife had cheated on me, I felt that I could no longer live with her. Leaving was the only way that I could keep any of my self-respect. I think that they just needed to fill in a few empty squares on their investigative report.
Before going home, I called Sharon. All of my calls had been to Terry, because he was the oldest and to me, seemed to be the most level-headed. She was happy to hear from me and immediately told me to give Greg a call later that night. The police did not have enough evidence to charge Carlotta, so they released her. Sharon said that Carlotta loaded up her car and went to stay with her sister in Frackville. Carlotta refused to have any more conversations with the children and told them to go rot in hell.
We spent Easter vacation together at Disney World; all except Carlotta. Sharon was about five months pregnant, but still enjoyed herself. It was something that I had denied my kids when they were younger, but they all seemed to enjoy it now. The airfares and admission tickets used up all the money that I had gotten when I flew the coop, but it was worth it. I lost my wife, but I still had my family.
Some day, I'll have to get back to the family bungalow and check out that Golden Delicious apple tree. Some day.
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The Taco Bell was within walking distance from my house. Not too many people live beside a shopping center, but the rent was cheap. Every night I made the trip and every night I ordered the same thing; a burrito and a large drink. It was my excuse for a diet. I was always satisfied with it, because it cost less than three dollars, and that meant I could put more money away.
I have been saving all the money that I could for the last six years. I had one goal; that was to buy a wife. I didn't care where she came from or what she looked like. The important thing was that she would live with me and share my life. If I was lucky, she might even learn to like me. I never considered love as an option.
I always liked children and I always wanted to have my own. That was the only requirement that I was planning on putting on my application. The woman that I ended up with must be willing and able to have children.
I unwrapped my bean and beef burrito. My hands were enormous, gnarly, and rough. They were ideal for handling the hot, gushy delicacy that was my supper. I spent all day operating heavy equipment and even when I wore gloves, my mitts still looked like big chunks of meat at the end of the day. It was my job. I loved it and I got paid well.
Two tables across from me sat a boy who was about six years old. His family was all busy chatting and eating their Mexican delights, but he was just taking nibbles and staring at me. He watched as I lifted the monstrosity to my mouth and crunched down. Bean juice oozed out the side and ran down my chin. To him I was fascinating. I wiped off my chin and smiled at him. When he smiled back, I felt happy.
I finished my supper and walked toward the door. The boy never took his eyes off of me. I smiled again as I walked out. Children liked me, but adults, especially of the female gender, seemed to find me repulsive.
I glanced at my reflection in the windows, as I walked past the building. I was truly a sight. I stood well over six feet tall and my hair was in a burr cut. If it had been any shorter, I would have been bald. My face was broad and flat with a wide mouth. I was not the guy that girls fantasize about when they go to bed at night.
I finished high school and never had a date; not even for the prom. I guess it was partly my fault, because I never asked a girl to go out with me. I had been conditioned by the preconceived rejections that I constantly carried with me. It was sad but I was comfortable with it.
In two more years I would have enough to buy my wife. Tonight, I could sit by my computer and do some more shopping. I had enough now to get a girl from some of the places, but I was hoping that if I spent more I would get a better product. That was a sad way to think about a wife, but a guy like me didn't have many options.
It was only a five minute walk back to the house. It was a small, two-bedroom bungalow, that didn't look like much, but it came furnished and the utilities were cheap. The house had a kitchen, but I never used it. I didn't even own any dishes or kitchen equipment. I did have a refrigerator with cold drinks.
The back of the mall stores was empty and deserted at night. It was a little creepy, but sort of cool at the same time. Every once in a while, I would scare up a cat or loose dog when I passed through. Tonight it was a little different.
There were three of them and they seemed to be having a hell of a good time kicking the shit out of somebody on the ground. I didn't know if the guy deserved the beating or not, but I didn't like the odds. All I said when I walked towards them was "Hey!"
The three of them stopped and turned towards me. I got the distinct feeling that I had just screwed up big time. I was big, but I wasn't bad. I always avoided fights, but looking back there never were too many to avoid. Nobody messed with me, just because of my size and mean appearance.
These guys, however, were not impressed. I quickly decided that this was not the time to be a nice guy. The first one didn't get a chance. I swung at him with a straight-armed right, roundhouse. Surprisingly, he just fell to the ground. The other two got close enough to get a few punches in which didn't seem to phase me at all. I felt them, but there was no great pain or discomfort. I gave thug number two a backhand with the same right arm and then picked up the third guy and threw him into the side of a nearby dumpster.
The poor guy getting the crap kicked out of him was sitting up and watching. He didn't look too good, but he was still paying attention. I helped him to his feet and into the Mercedes parked in the middle of the alley. I never drove one before, but he had better get to a hospital.
It took about ten minutes to find an all night clinic. He never said a word, but just stared at me, with weasel eyes. I might have been ugly, but this guy was sleazy. His olive complexion glistened from the sweat and blood running down his face. One cheek seemed to be swelling up as well as his lower lip. His lips were thin and tight looking. I stayed with him just long enough to see that he was being taken care of, and then caught a cab back to my house. My first experience as a Good Samaritan ended up costing me fifteen bucks.
Four days later, I saw in the newspaper that three men had been found dead in the same alley. They had all been shot once in the back of the head. For some reason, I did not think that this was a coincidence.
While Taco Bell was my choice for supper, I always went to the Waffle House for breakfast. I was a creature of habit and had the same plate of pancakes and fried eggs every day. I never had to order, unless there was a new waitress. The girls would usually slip a piece of bacon or sausage on my plate, because they knew it would get them a good tip. It was a joke between us, and one of the few real interactions that I had with any people at all. I had once thought about possibly asking one of them to go out with me, but chickened out.
My life went back to normal for three months, and then it changed again. The weasel from the alley came back into my life.
"Mister Trent? Robert Trent?" He was standing on the front landing with a smile on his face. I guessed that he was trying to look pleasant, but it came across as sinister.
"Yeah. Most people call me Bobby."
"Can I come in? We need to talk for a few moments."
He wasn't alone. Behind him was a small, creepy, little Goth girl. She wasn't even five feet tall and looked sickly. I stepped aside and they both entered. He sat on the sofa and she stood beside him and slightly behind.
"You know who I am, don't you Bobby?"
"Yeah. You are the guy that I drove to the hospital a few months back."
"My name is Maurice. Maurice Franklin."
"What can I do for you Mister Franklin?"
"I need a favor Bobby. I have to go out of the county for a few years and I would like you to take care of Topaz for me."
"What is a Topaz?"
Maurice looked over his right shoulder and nodded. "This is Topaz. She is my favorite sub. I will be in Amsterdam for about seven years and I cannot trust leaving her with anybody else."
"You don't even know me. I only met you one time, and that was under some pretty unusual circumstances."
"I had you very carefully investigated and feel that Topaz will be safe with you."
"I don't think so."
"While I am gone, I will pay you two thousand dollars a month for her keep. All that I ask for you to do is to keep her safe."
"I have to work Mister Franklin. I can't watch her every minute. What will keep her from just wandering off when I am not at home?"
"She is a sub, Mister Trent. She will obey your every word. If you tell her to stay, she will stay and ask no questions."
He called me by my last name. I guess that was to emphasize what he was trying to say.
"You mean like a Stepford wife?"
"Not exactly, but close."
"What do you mean when you say that she will obey my every word?"
"Topaz will cook for you and clean your house. If it is your desire, she will also share your bed. She has been programmed since she was very young and cannot refuse anything."
"From you, maybe, but not from me."
"She will if I tell her to."
Mister Franklin and I talked for another half hour. Topaz stood quietly and did not speak or make any kind of expression for the entire time. Before leaving, he stood in front of the small girl and spoke quite clearly and emphatically.
"Mister Trent is your new master. You will do everything that he asks you to do without question. Do you understand me?"
"Yes." It was the first and only word out of her mouth.
As he left, I noticed a small bag sitting by the front door. I could only assume that it contained everything that she owned in the world. The only thing more pathetic was the girl herself.
I took her bag and started down the small hallway to the extra bedroom. She followed me like a puppy dog. When I showed her where the bathroom was, she gave me a small smile and immediately went in and started to pee. It was as if she had not gotten to use a bathroom all day. I assumed that when I showed it to her, she took it as permission to use it.
Mister Franklin left me with a check for two thousand dollars, but no phone number or contact address. It looked like I was committed.
There was no food in the house. In order to feed her I had to take her out with me. I had my lunch while I was at work, so that was a meal that she would have to miss. This was not going to work. I had to make some adjustments.
It was time for supper and she walked just behind me to the Taco Bell. I asked her what she wanted and she just looked at me. I got my usual and got her two soft chicken tacos with a small drink. It was an interesting meal because for the first time, there were more people staring at her than at me. It was easy to understand why.
Topaz had straight black hair with a pink strip down the side. The dark eye shadow and purple lipstick made her look super freaky. I guess to some, she would be attractive, but not to most. In addition to multiple ear piercings, she had silver or metal studs in her eye brows, nose, and lower lip. The one on her tongue was not as apparent. Although, I understood why, I found the whispered comments that many of the patrons were making annoying. For some strange reason I starting to feel a little protective and defensive about my new ward.
During the walk back home, I tried to find out a little more about her. "How old are you?"
"I have a birth certificate that says that I am eighteen, but I am not sure if it is true."
"Why is that?"
"It says that my name is Madison; Madison Harte. I don't know that name."
"How long have you been with Mister Franklin?"
"I am not sure. Four or five years, I guess."
"How did you meet him?"
"I didn't meet him. He bought me."
Now, I had all sorts of questions. Maurice Franklin bought this young girl the same way that I was planning to buy a wife. All of a sudden, I felt as sleazy as he was. I didn't ask her any more questions.
When I got home, I called my boss at work and took a week off. I had plenty of vacation time coming and I had a lot to do.
Topaz seemed to be extremely happy when I told her that she had the use of the toilet and bathroom facilities at anytime that she wanted. Apparently, it was a customary policy to control such things. I told her that she could take a shower and she immediately started to undress in front of me. Normally I would have turned and walked away, but in this case, the image grabbed my attention. She had scars and bruises on her entire body. Many of the scars were from cigarette or cigar burns. Her back was covered with lash marks. I was confused by the entire situation. I realized that it involved a culture that I was unfamiliar with. There were more metal adornments. In addition to the two nipple rings, there was one in her navel and I caught a flash from one that had to be attached to her most private area. She was not my property, but she was going to be with me for seven years. I had a decision to make and I did it.
Topaz came out of the shower and joined me in the living room. She had nothing on. The initial shock of the condition of her body was wearing off and now I was faced with the realization that I was alone with a naked girl. She was young and small, and she had a beautiful body, despite the flaws. I quickly realized that she was naked on purpose, probably because that was what she felt that I wanted. She was not ashamed of her body and seemed comfortable in front of me.
I left the room and came back with a large beach towel. She seemed confused when I insisted that she cover her self up. Hell, I confused myself. I could have watched her all night, except I felt dirty and guilty for some reason.
It was still early in the evening, but I needed a break. I walked her to the bedroom and then closed the door. She looked disappointed, but I couldn't tell if she was afraid that she had done something wrong or that she unhappy because I didn't want to have sex with her. I did want to sleep with her, but not under the present circumstances.
I was not looking forward to the first morning with my new guest. If she was going to be with me for seven years there were a few changes that would have to be made. I went into the kitchen and she was standing by the table waiting. I didn't know how long she had been there. There was nothing we could do in the kitchen because it was an empty room. I started walking out the door and Topaz immediately followed.
She followed me all the way to the Waffle House. No words were spoken. Today, I took a booth rather than my usual counter seat. Glenda was working the booth area today and brought water and coffee for both of us. She gave me a quizzical look and seemed to be waiting for some type of answer or explanation. I didn't know what to say.
"I'll have my usual breakfast and bring a Western omelet for the lady." Glenda made a weird face when I used the word 'lady' to refer to Topaz. There was a lot of chit-chat behind the counter and we got a lot of looks from the employees and other customers.
My breakfast was just as I had ordered it, but today there was no extra meat on the plate. Topaz ate everything without saying a word. When we left, I put a bigger tip on the table than normal. Glenda and the other girls might have been a little uncomfortable with my guest, but the bigger tip should tell them that I understood.
I didn't mind that people stared at me and made quiet comments, but I didn't like when they did the same thing to Topaz. On the way back to the house I made my first major decision.
Topaz never sat down, unless she was told to, even at the restaurant. She never spoke unless she was asked to, or needed clarification.
I told her to sit at the kitchen table and I sat across from her.
"I am your master; is that correct?"
"Yes, master."
"You must do everything that I tell you to do; is that correct?"
"Yes, master."
"From now on your name will be Madison. Do you understand?"
"Yes, master. My name is Madison."
I didn't like this game, but I didn't know how else to do what I wanted to do. I didn't have any grand plans for her, but something had to be done. Now that the name problem had been clarified, I presented her with her first task.
I pushed a pair of needle nosed pliers, a tube of Neosporin, and a small Tupper Ware container across the table. She looked at them and looked up at me.
"Madison, go to your room and take off all of your clothing. I want you to remove every one of the metal studs and piercings that you have; all of them. Put them into the plastic container and then take a shower. After you are clean, put a small dab of the salve in this tube on each of the empty holes. You don't have to do that to the one on your tongue. When you are done, get dressed and come back. Oh, yes. Madison. No make-up, please." I don't know why I added the 'please'? I guess it was out of habit.
I am not a drinker, but I had myself a beer while I waited for her. I thought I heard her make some quiet little noises that sounded like 'ouch,' but I was probably mistaken. She had to be more stoical than that. The beer got warm before I finished it. As I said, I am not much of a drinker.
When she came back to the kitchen, she looked the same, but different, if that makes sense. She handed me the pliers, Tupper Ware, and Neosporin. I gave her the salve back and told her to use it if she got any sore spots.
The trip to Wal-Mart was going to be expensive, but I really didn't care. We took two carts. In house wares we got dishes, silverware, pots and pans, a toaster, and a small microwave oven. In the health and beauty section, we got all of the grooming supplies that I thought would be necessary. She helped by picking out soap, toothpaste, and feminine products without my assistance. It was a relief that she had anticipated what I wanted her to do.
Things slowed down a little when we stopped at the hair dye section. I asked her which package was the closest to her natural color. She seemed a little confused, but eventually pointed to a box that had a picture of a girl with mousey brown hair. She looked at the box and smiled, before dropping it in the cart.
When we got to the women's department I found an associate and asked for her help. I told the lady that Madison needed six sport bras and a dozen pairs of cotton underwear. I wanted practical, not sexy, and felt that it was important to let my wishes be known. We also got socks, slacks, blouses and a light jacket, before heading for the shoe department. I was planning on getting her two pairs, but ended up with three. The first of the carts was full as we headed for the grocery section.
I was totally lost. Like a typical man, all I could think of was steaks and hot dogs. Madison noticed my hesitation and touched my hand.
"Robert?"
I hadn't expected her to speak. "Yes?"
"Do you want to get a coffee pot?"
Of course I wanted to get a coffee pot, but I didn't think about it while I was in the appliance section. I just looked at her and nodded in the affirmative.
"You go get a coffee pot and I will get the food."
Wow. Was that a relief. I wasn't looking forward to food shopping. She took the empty cart and started for the meat department as I tried to find the coffeepots.
After fifteen minutes I stopped. What the hell was I doing? I left her alone and went wandering about the store. She could just walk off and I would never be able to find her again. Boy, I was as stupid as I looked. I grabbed the cheapest coffee maker they had, and rushed back to the grocery section. I couldn't see her. I went up and down the aisles, but she was not to be seen.
"Robert. I am ready. Did you get a coffee pot?"
She was right behind me. The cart was half-filled with food stuff. She smiled when she noticed that I was glad to see her. I guess she didn't realize why I was happy about it.
The total for everything came to over two hundred dollars. I had the money, but decided to use my credit card. I didn't have many opportunities to use it.
On the ride home, Madison was smiling. I thought I heard her hum to herself, but I might have been wrong. I tend to imagine good things because it brightens up my life.
We put the groceries away first. I made her pick out where she wanted things to go. She was a little hesitant at first, but quickly got into the swing of things. She watched me from the kitchen as I carried her new clothes to the bedroom. The bags covered most of the single bed.
There was a small, linen closet in the bathroom. I put all of the new bath and personal items on one shelf. I also cleared a shelf in the medicine cabinet for her. I left the box of hair dye on the sink.



She was standing in the kitchen when I returned. She wasn't doing anything, but just standing there. I found it to be annoying. I didn't get upset over too many things. I had to do something to keep her from being this subservient. I didn't mind having her as a companion, but I didn't want her as a zombie.
I told her to go to her bedroom and try on all of her new clothing to make sure that they fit. There was an empty dresser in the room and some hangers in the closet. She was smiling when she left to open her packages. She already knew what was there, but still seemed excited about looking at them again. I decided to figure out how to work the new coffee pot. I made a mess on my first attempt, but the second one was pretty good.
I was enjoying my culinary skills at making coffee when Madison came back to the kitchen. She had on a pair of jeans, an orange Tee shirt, and white tennis shoes. She was cute. She smiled when she saw that I was smiling.
I was still drinking my wonderful cup of brew, as she skipped back to the bedroom. Maybe it wasn't actually skipping, but she did have a bounce to her step.
I called the personnel lady at work and asked her what I had to do to get Madison added on to my insurance coverage. After ten minutes of complicated bullshit, I thanked her and hung up. I didn't know what possessed me to do that, but I felt as if I was starting to feel responsible for her. She hadn't been with me for a full day yet, but I was getting attached. I was ripe and vulnerable. Maybe I had better slow down.
Madison was busy in the bedroom. I left the house to think about my new situation. A day ago, I was a lonely, despondent loser trying to figure out a way to buy a wife. Today, I was responsible for a perky little sexpot that was thrust upon me. I had no idea what I was going to do with her for the rest of the week, let alone for seven years. I didn't even know if it was legal for me to keep her. It was as if she was a pet instead of a person. None of my life experiences prepared me for what was going on. Damn, I was confused.
I got gas in the car and then picked up two Subway sandwiches before going home. I liked their sandwiches, but the bread sucked. I always wished that somebody in the company would improve upon the bread.
Madison seemed relieved when I got home. I got the feeling that she was a little anxious when she noticed that I was gone. That didn't seem to fit her nature, or what I thought her nature should be. She was a submissive. She wasn't supposed to have any emotional reaction. Hell, what did I know? I was not even sure what a submissive was and I definitely didn't know what to do with her.
We had two cans of soda, and some chips, with our lunch. It was nice to eat at home, and it was nice to have somebody to eat with, even though she didn't talk much. She cleaned up after the meal and I sat down to watch television. I was not used to having time off during the week and didn't know what to occupy myself with. Madison didn't seem to know what to do with herself either, so I just looked towards the back of the house and nodded. She quietly left the room.
Not being a regular TV watcher, I found myself flipping through the channels. I was surprised to see a picture of Maurice Franklin pop up. The FBI and a few other local and Federal agencies were looking for him. It appeared that Mister Franklin was not only ugly looking, but also a nasty person. Most of the things they were talking about were over my head, as I didn't understand when they discussed his involvement with the three dead guys that they found in the alley. I thought it was funny that they didn't know where he was, but I did. Then, I realized, that he probably lied to me. My being trusting and gullible, made that was an easy thing to do.
Ten minutes later, I was deeply engrossed in a Steven Seagal movie. I fell asleep before the end of the movie, and was awakened by the familiar smell of a bean burrito. Madison had taken it upon herself to prepare supper. A frozen burrito is not a substitute for the real thing, but I appreciated her effort. She served it with some corn chips and a Pepsi. I smiled at her efforts and she smiled back. It was easy to keep her happy. What I liked is that she seemed to feel comfortable around me.
I was halfway through the meal when I noticed that her hair was now a light brown, instead of a glossy black. She looked cute. I found myself thinking how good she would look if she was about six inches taller and forty pounds heavier. I immediately felt bad for not being thankful for what I had.
That evening she sat with me on the couch, as we watched tiring, old, sit-com reruns. We didn't talk at all. I didn't know how to converse with her or anyone for that matter, and she had been conditioned not to. What a strange pair we made.
I usually went to bed early, and tonight was no exception. The only thing different about tonight was that I did not sleep alone for the first time in my life. Ten minutes after all the lights were out, Madison came into my room and into my bed. I was scared stiff in more ways than one. I wasn't a virgin, but the only girls that I had ever been with, were ones that I paid for.
I laid perfectly still. I was afraid that if I moved or said anything, that this perfect moment would disappear. I had not actually thought about the possibility of having sex with Madison. I am sure that I would have considered it at some point, but I hadn't as of yet. I assume that she took my silence as approval to go ahead.
For the next hour, I experienced the joy of free, uninhibited sex. I didn't do anything at all, but enjoyed myself. Madison was skilled and knowledgeable in ways that I could not imagine. All the impossible things that I had seen on the Internet were happening in my bed. It ended all too quickly. When I woke in the morning, she was curled up with her head on my shoulder. I didn't want to move. I would have stayed like that forever, except I had to pee like a horse. She woke, when I stirred and giggled at my early morning erection as I made my way to the bathroom. She was gone when I returned.
Madison's coffee tasted a lot better than mine. I decided that she would make it from now on. She had some microwave pancakes and three fried eggs on the table when I came out. She smiled again when I did. The eggs looked like they suffered a little from the flipping, but only one of the yokes was broken.
By the end of the first week, things had settled down. Madison and I had a few discussions about what I expected from her. She was smart and a quick learner. Our relationship normalized, in a fashion. She seemed comfortable with me and I was ecstatic to have her around, especially since we started having sex on a regular basis. There were no more trips to Taco Bell and the Waffle House. I still had to grab lunch outside when I was working, but it did not cause a problem. I told Madison to make herself something everyday when I was gone.
The first month passed quickly. My new house pet was now making meals from scratch: not all the time, but pretty regular. She knew how to use the computer and would like to surprise me with new recipes that she discovered. Our grocery shopping became a little tedious as far as I was concerned, and I started making plans for her to get a drivers license, so that I would not have to go along with her.
Madison had never been to a dentist. After I finally figured out how to get her on my medical plan at work, she started making regular trips to the tooth doctor. I still had to pay the deductible, but I could use the money from my "wife shopping" fund to pay it. She needed several thousand dollars of dental work. Of course, the checks from Mister Franklin helped.
Three months later, she had her driver's license and I was relieved of grocery shopping duty. I was in high heaven. It doesn't get any better than this.
And then the bomb dropped.
"Bobby, I think I am pregnant."
"Do you know for sure?"
"Yes. I have been pregnant before."
"You have children?"
"No. I had two abortions. Mister Franklin does not allow children."
"Mister Franklin is not here; I am."
"I know. Bobby, what do you want me to do?'
It was a no-brainer for me.
"I want you to go to the doctor and find out what you have to do to make sure that we have a healthy baby."
I was expecting a smile, but not the hug. She almost knocked me over when she jumped on me. I think she was happier than I was.
I also was not expecting the backlash that I got after the first doctors visit. The examination clearly showed all of the scars and bruises on Madison's body. Although none of them were recent, the hospital staff felt obligated to call in the authorities. The authorities then felt obligated to talk to me.
I wasn't sure what to say. I decided that it was better if I didn't bring up Maurice Franklin at all. I simply told them that she had been in an abusive relationship before we met. The doctors verified that none of the bruises were recent, which substantiated my statement. Madison irritated the hell out of them, because she flatly refused to say anything. The situation was temporarily resolved when I agreed to bring her back to the hospital for regular visits and the hospital agreed to report any new abuse to the police.
From there on, things seemed to go smoothly. Madison and I grew close. She never seemed to mind that I was big and homely. She started to cut my hair for me and it looked a little less severe. I had to comb it over a little, but I didn't mind. The big change was my new beard. Every three days, she would sit me down and carefully trim my beard, eyebrows and ears. I thought that only old guys had to get their ears trimmed. Maybe I was starting to get old. The beard sort of mellowed out my features. My unattractive nose and mouth were hidden behind the neat little mass of hair covering my face. I also realized that I was starting to dress a little better. Her shopping trips included things other than groceries. She seemed to enjoy buying clothing for me. Since I could afford it, I didn't complain.
A few months before the baby was due, we drove down to Maryland and got married. Maurice never said that we couldn't and besides, he wasn't here.
We had a beautiful little baby girl that Madison named Roberta. My parents had moved to Florida years before, but flew up to see the baby and to meet their new daughter-in-law. My mother and father both seemed amazed that I had attracted and married such a wonderful girl. I never explained the circumstances to them. Madison had no idea who her parents were, so we had nobody to contact on her side of the family.
A few months later, we bought a house. It was a little bigger, a little nicer, and a little more expensive than the rental. I had gotten a nice raise at work that year, which helped. We continued to get a check every month from Mister Franklin. Somehow or other, he got a hold of our new address.
The next year we were blessed with another daughter, Marcella. I sure was glad we got the new house.
My life was complete and everything was perfect. I had a good job, a nice home, a beautiful wife, and two lovely daughters. What more could a man want?
But time went by too fast. Madison and I had completely forgotten about Maurice Franklin. Although we were reminded every month when the check came, we sort of removed ourselves from the reality of his existence, until the day of the phone call.
"Mister Trent. This is Maurice Franklin."
It was a shock. I knew that someday he would return, but I kept thinking that maybe something would happen to change that. It didn't.
"Yes, Mister Franklin. It is good to hear from you." It was a lie of course, but I was trying to be polite.
"Mister Trent. The time has come to set things right. I am back in the county and I am temporarily staying at the Executive Hotel, downtown. I am in room 1222. I will be expecting Topaz at six o'clock this evening. I want to say how much I appreciate the fact that you took care of her for me, in my absence, and I will include a little bonus in your next, and final check."
I didn't say anything. I couldn't make the words come out. I sat in silence.
"Mister Trent, are you there? Did you hear me?"
"Yes. I heard you. Room 1222 at the Executive Hotel at six o'clock. I will make sure that she is there."
Madison was standing in the room and heard my end of the conversation. She stood looking at me, and finally spoke.
"What did he say, Bobby?"
"He said that it was time to make things right. I don't know what to do."
"What do you want me to do?"
"We have no choice. It is time to make things right. It has to be done."
Madison looked at me and I know that she saw the tear in my eye. Grown men don't cry. I left the house and started walking down the street. I didn't know where I was going, but I just felt like walking. Two hours later I returned to the house.
My wife was sitting on the couch all dressed up. Roberta and Marcella were comfortable in front of the television.
She stood up and looked at me without flinching. "I have to go now. You must take care of the children. There supper is on the stove. Just heat it up."
After she left, I sat on the couch and cried. The girls didn't notice. We had a quiet supper. Roberta asked where her mother was and I told her that she had to go to a meeting. I had no idea how I was going to explain tomorrow, why she had not come back. It was a dream. A beautiful dream. I still had my girls, but Madison was gone forever.
I had just put the girls to bed when I heard the front door open. It was Madison. She had come back. I started to blubber like a baby as I rushed over and picked her up.
"Easy, Bobby, easy. You are going to break my ribs."
"I am sorry, I am so happy to see you. I was afraid we had lost you forever."
"Why? Why would you think that?"
"I don't know. I guess it was because of your relationship with Mister Franklin. I felt as if I didn't have a chance."
"Bobby. What was the last thing that Maurice said to me before he left?"
I thought for a moment before I answered. "Mister Trent is your new master. You will do everything that he asks you to do without question. Do you understand me?"
"What did you tell me to do tonight before I left?"
"I told you that it was time to make things right."
"That is what I did, Bobby. That is what I did. Did the girls eat their supper?"
"Yes."
"Good. No more talk. Lets go to bed."
I had a restless night. The next morning Madison was acting as if everything was normal. I was at work when I actually discovered what did happen. The television set in the break lounge was showing the news. A man, identified as Maurice Franklin, had been found murdered this morning in his downtown hotel room. He had been tied to the bed with silk neck ties and a plastic bag was placed over his head. The police were looking for a Goth girl who was captured on the security cameras entering and leaving his room in the early part of the evening.
I took a dozen roses home for my wife that evening. We had burritos for supper, not frozen. I am going to miss those monthly checks, but I think we will manage fine.
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There was nothing juvenile about us, except our actions. Three grown men acting like a bunch of teenagers. It was a bad situation and we were trying our best not to let it eat us up. It is easy to become bitter and vengeful when your wife is cheating on you. It takes self control to keep from blowing up. As long as the three of us stayed together, we could support each other.
So, which one of our wives were cheating? All of them. It all came about over a six month period. My wife, Loretta, started the ball rolling and had no trouble getting Dora and Colleen to join in. By the time the three of us figured out what was going on, it was too late to save any of the marriages. None of us were interested in trying anyhow.
Things all come to a head tonight. Amazingly, none of the wives are aware that we know what the hell is going on. We spent the last month getting things ready and we actually are excited about pulling it off.
Woody, Terry, and myself grew up together. We were born and raised in Womelsdorf and had originally expected to retire here. Unfortunately, things changed when the wives wandered. Tomorrow, we would be leaving for our new life in Canada. Tonight, we would have a final, juvenile fling. Why juvenile? Well, what we were planning was childish and inappropriate. We preferred that to violent and vengeful.
It was Terry's idea to go to Canada. The three of us used to go there for fishing trips every summer. We always had a great time and often mentioned how neat it would be to live there full-time. Of course, we all were married and had kids. My two daughters were both married and gone. Terry had a son who was in the Air Force. Woody had two sons who were at college and a seventeen year old daughter, Caitlyn, still at home. Caitlyn would have been a problem until Woody found out that she was aware of what her mother was doing. She threatened to leave if he didn't do something about it. In the end it was three guys going to Canada and one head-strong teenage girl. It was complicated for a while, but we all agreed that we could still make it work.
Terry was a chef. Actually, he was a cook. He didn't have any formal training, just a lot of experience. He and Dora owned a small family restaurant for the last ten years. Well, they did own a restaurant, until Terry sold it last week, without Dora's knowledge. I am not sure how he worked it all out, but he walked away with a hundred thousand dollars in cash. When he added that to all of the money that he withdrew from the bank and cashed in insurance policies, we had a nice little starting bundle.
Woody owned an auto repair shop with his brother Glenn. Glenn had been trying to buy Woody out for years, so that was another easy hundred grand for the relocation kitty. He got almost half that much for his 1964 Vette. Today, he cleaned out all of his bank accounts.
I was the only one of the bunch that went to college. I didn't have a business like the other guys, but I did have over a quarter of a million dollars in investments. I made a good salary as an electrical engineer and invested wisely. Even in the bad market, I was able to hold my own. It took a couple weeks to get things liquidated, but now it was all done. So altogether we had close to a million dollars.
Our original goal was to get a fly-in fishing lodge, but somewhere along the line we mellowed out and settled for one that our guests could drive to. It ended up costing us almost five hundred thousand dollars, but we were happy. We had enough cash left over to get started and support ourselves for at least four years. If we made money, things would even be better.
We were all packed up and ready. Tomorrow morning, the three-car caravan would leave for a new life in the North woods. Wow, it sounded about as exciting as 'Little House on the Prairie'.
Loretta worked in a claims office for one of the big insurance companies in the area. Somehow or another, she got close to her boss, Raymond Upright. In order to get together with Raymond in the evenings, she talked Dora and Colleen into covering for her. The girls would go out together for supper and some drinks, or to attend some type of home party, so that Loretta would have a chance to meet Raymond, at his house. This went on for a couple of months and then Raymond arranged a date for Colleen. The girls didn't want to leave Dora out, so a couple of weeks later, she had a steady escort also.
So as it stands now, every Wednesday evening the girls have a night out while the guys played poker. The three ladies and their paramours would spend their time having wild passionate sex in Raymond's suburban home. We never did figure out if there was any swapping going on, but it didn't seem important.
Woody selected the Holiday Inn as a staging area. We waited at home until after the wives left for their night out. For some reason, they each drove their own car. I guess that was in case one of them wanted to leave early or stay late. Caitlyn was unhappy about having to wait for us at the motel, but we couldn't chance having her along. We weren't planning anything too very elaborate, but we could still get in trouble.
Woody and Terry were going straight back to the Holiday Inn, so they rode together. I wanted to see Loretta one last time before leaving, so I took my own car.
There were six cars parked outside of the Upright home. It looked like everyone drove themselves. About a half hour after we got there, one of the bedroom lights came on and then went back off. Shortly thereafter, the same thing happened in the other two bedrooms. Each of us had a set of side cutting pliers. It took less than two minutes to cut all of the valve stems on each of the cars. I had staked out the house the week before, so I knew just where the electrical service box was. The individual breakers were inside, but the main panel was outside, just above the meter. While I went up to the house, Terry and Woody get the smoke flares ready. Terry built ten smoke flares using PVC pipe. I don't know what was in them other than saltpeter and sugar. Terry tested them and they would burn between twenty and thirty minutes. They were big suckers. Woody went around to the back of the house and Terry to the front.
When I saw the first bit of white smoke, I threw the main power switch. Using my mini-mag, I opened the box and popped out the main breaker. By the time I got to the car, all ten smoke flares were going full blast. Most of them were white, but a few were orange and red. The house was completely engulfed in smoke as we left. I used the Trac phone to call two of the local TV stations on the way home.
It was at least an hour later when I heard a car door shut out front. Loretta looked like shit as she came into the house. I was sitting in front of the muted TV with a beer. It wasn't cold because I had the same one in my hand for the last thirty minutes.
"How was your evening darling?"
She put down her purse and kicked off her shoes.
"I had to take a cab home. The car has a flat."
"Why didn't you call me?" There was no answer.
"Do you want me to go get the car for you?"
"No, I'll take care of it in the morning. I am tired. I need a shower and I want to go to bed."
"Loretta, where are your earrings? You had the diamond solitaires on when you left the house."
Her hand went up to her ear and her mouth dropped open a little. I was expecting her to say that they were in her purse, but she didn't say anything.
" Let me guess. You took them off so that you wouldn't lose them in the bed. You left your purse in the living room, so you had to put the ear rings on the night stand. When the lights went out, you forgot the earrings in your rush to get out of the house. Is that about it?"
She gave me a quizzical look. "How did you know that the lights went out?"
I held up the master breaker that I pulled from the box.
"Oh God, No! You were there? Please, John, don't tell me that you were there."
I smiled and got out of the chair. "I wasn't alone. Terry and Woody were with me. We will be gone in the morning. We bought a shrimp boat down in Bayou La Batre, Alabama. I hope that you and Raymond will be very happy."
"John, wait. Don't go. John. Can we talk? John."
I slammed the door behind me, and walked to the car.
I drove by the Upright house on the way to the motel. There were a couple of black and white's, and four tow trucks, trying to get the cars out of there. I parked down the street and walked right into the garage. Nobody tried to stop me. The house was dark and it was empty. Using the mini-mag I checked the bedrooms. I found a pair of diamond earrings in the second one along with both of Loretta's wedding rings. I thought that it was interesting that she actually took off her rings before she committed adultery.
Ten minutes later, I was at the Holiday Inn. Loretta had called the other wives and they were desperately trying to mend things.
According to Terry, Dora was crying so hysterically that he couldn't understand a word that she said. He turned his phone off.
Colleen, on the other hand, was not as emotional. All she did was demand that Woody come home immediately and explain himself. He turned his phone off also.
We had one room with two double beds reserved. Caitlyn was not nuts about sleeping in a room with three guys, but she was a last minute addition, so she had to endure it. We slept in our clothes and started out at five the next morning. We had reservations for the next night at Plattsburg. Woody promised Caitlyn that she could have a room of her own.
We were on the road for about five hours when my cell phone rang. I forgot to turn it off. Caller Id showed that it was my eldest daughter, Sarah.
"Dad. It's Sarah. What is going on between you and mom?"
"Is she there?"
"Yes, and she is a wreck. She said that you won't let her explain anything."
"Did she explain it to you?"
"No. She just said you are being unreasonable and unfair. That is all I can get out of her."
"Sarah. Do me a favor. Look and see if your mother is wearing her wedding rings." There was a short pause.
"No. What does that mean?"
"Ask her where her wedding rings are?"
I heard a few muffled noises and then Sarah came back. "Dad. What the hell is going on? I asked about her rings and she burst out crying and ran out of the house. She drove away, but I didn't recognize the car she was driving."
"When your mother is ready to tell you what happened, I will discuss it with you. Until then, I really have nothing more to say."
"I'll go by the house and see her later today."
I turned my phone off. I didn't need any more grief.
At noon today, each of the wives will be served with divorce papers. Raymond Upright will get some alienation of affection papers, as will Carl Wilcox and Dennis Roswell. Our mutual attorney, Seymour Schlamp, has promised to keep us updated on events, as long as he has a way to contact us. Seymour went to school with us and was proud to be included in our revenge efforts. It is really not revenge, just a way to get away from the problem.
Two days later, we were settled in our new home. Hopefully, our wives were expecting us to go Alabama. It would just be easier if no one came looking for us. Terry was excited about the kitchen, his new empire. The lodge closed for two weeks so that we could get familiar with things. A few of the old employees were staying with us during that time. Woody had his hands full. Between keeping the boat motors running and the lodge generators humming, he had very little free time. Caitlyn agreed to wait tables and do the housekeeping, but since she was not a part owner, she wanted to be paid. How could we refuse?
By the time our first guest arrived, we had everything ready. Terry had his menu planned out and his larder filled. Woody had all of the boat motors tuned up. The overall management of the place was on my shoulders. I relished the challenge. Skilled fishing guides, from the area, were anxiously waiting for the guests. What they made depended on how successful their trip was. It was something we didn't have to concern ourselves with. When ever I got the chance, I was working on the Web site for the lodge. The better the Web site, the easier it would be to keep the rooms filled. Terry, Woody, and I were fishermen. When the Fall arrived, we would have to start providing services for people who were interested in hunting or something else. At this point, we had no idea what we were going to do. We decided to cross that bridge when we came to it.
Things at the lodge were going great. Things at home were not. Seymour called to give us an update. Dora was the only one of the wife's that signed and returned the divorce papers. She didn't want the divorce, but felt obligated to do anything that Terry asked her to do. She had, however, become a recluse. She stayed in the house most of the time and refused to talk to anyone.
Colleen had disappeared, along with Dennis Roswell. Seymour wasn't even able to serve them. No one knew where she was.
Seymour kept the worst news for last. Loretta refused to sign the divorce papers and Raymond Upright had moved into the house with her: our house. So much for the remorseful wife.
For the next few days I was worthless around the lodge. Finally, Woody and Terry sat me down and insisted that I go back home and straighten things out. I didn't wait until morning. I woke up in the middle of the night, and started to drive South. It wasn't fair to the guys if I didn't do my share. I had to make things right.
Of course, I crapped out about half way. I am not a marathon driver. I got a small room and called Seymour. I told him to sue Continental Paragon Insurance for one million dollars, with an out clause. If they fire both Loretta and Raymond, I will drop the suit. Seymour complained a little, because he knew which option they would be taking, and he saw the big bucks flying out the window. I told him to bill me for the hours and serve the papers at noon tomorrow.
I was up and on the road early. By eight o'clock, I was sitting across from the house, out of sight. Ten minutes later the garage door opened and Loretta and Raymond left for work, together. It looked natural and it pissed me off. It was time for some more juvenile escapades.
I stopped by Kroger's and picked up a half a dozen cans of red beets, and a package of rubber gloves. By that time my favorite oriental market was open. The first purchase was five pounds of what is commonly called stinky tofu. In the frozen food section, I picked up five bags of frozen skinny fish. I don't know what the real name is. We bought them for fish bait because they smelled so bad. We just called them skinny fish. The last thing I got was a couple of Durian fruit. Durian fruit is considered to be the worst smelling food in the world. I was sure that I could figure out some way to use it.
Thirty minutes later, I was back in my old house. I figured I had about three hours to do what had to be done. The first thing was to use the skinny fish before they started to thaw. All I needed was a common screw driver. I went from room to room and removed each electrical switch cover and wall socket. I dropped two skinny fish into the wall behind each fixture. It took me about ten minutes per room. An hour and a half later I ran out of fish.
The sticky tofu was soft and mushy. It spread like butter. I used it on the top and bottom of the mattresses and on all the furniture cushions. The odor would permeate the fabric and could never be removed.
I had to use the cleaver in the kitchen, to cut the Durian fruit into pieces. Wow, did it smell rotten. I put a piece deep into each of the heating/air conditioning ducts in the house.
I walked around to inspect my work. I had carefully replaced all of the electrical fixtures so that they could not figure out where the smell was coming from. Satisfied with my efforts, I dribbled red beet juice on every rug in every room. No stain remover could get it out. I was done inside the house. Before leaving, I went to the garage and opened the breaker panel. I removed each breaker and then the main. I pulled the panel out and with my trusty screw driver undid each connection. It was an electricians nightmare, especially since I took the panel and breakers with me.
My work here was done. They can have the house now. In thirty minutes, all hell would break lose at Continental Paragon. It was time to leave.
For some reason, I felt that I should stop and see Dora. She let me in the house and offered me coffee. I felt obligated to accept. She asked how Terry was, but offered nothing more. We sat without speaking until I finished my coffee. I asked her if there was anything that I could do for her and she broke out crying, and left the room. As I walked to the door, she called out to me.
"John. Tell him for me. Please, tell him for me."
"Tell him what?"
She came back, crying again. I had a hard time understanding her. "I didn't fuck him, John. Tell Terry that I didn't fuck Carl. I did some other stuff, but I didn't fuck him."
"What do you mean other stuff?"
"You know. He kept badgering me. I had to do something to make him stop. I didn't even want to be there. Colleen and Loretta made me go. They thought that if I did it too, I wouldn't say anything. I felt trapped."
I just stood there. I didn't know what to say.
"Please. John. Tell Terry that I didn't fuck him. I love Terry and I am sorry I let Colleen and Loretta talk me into going with them. I don't know what to do. Help me , John."
I felt worse than before I came. I nodded to her and left. She was truly remorseful for what she did, but did not know how to make it right.
Before starting back to the lodge, I stopped to see Sarah. She was no longer speaking to her mother. Loretta never told her what happened, but she found out somehow. When Sarah confronted Loretta, there was an argument, which had not yet been resolved. More damn grief.
I was just outside of Plattsburgh when my cell phone rang. It was Loretta. Sarah must have given her my number.
"John. You son-of-a-bitch. What the hell did you do?"
"Can you be a little more specific?"
"I got fired today. They said they had to either fire me or face a lawsuit. Your name was mentioned."
"That is terrible, darling. I was hoping that they would just pay me the million dollars. I guess we both lost out." It was hard not to laugh.
"That is not all of it. When I got home I found out that the house had been trashed. There was no electricity and it smelled to high heaven. What did you do to my house?"
"It's not your house, Loretta. You refused to sign the divorce papers. It's our house. It is as much mine as your's, and I can do anything I want to it."
"I called the police. You are going to have to pay to have it fixed and face charges."
"Why don't you just get Raymond to fix it? He seems to be better at taking care of things than I was."
"He would be happy to talk to you about that, John, especially since you got him fired too."
"I'll tell you what Loretta, the next time I am in town, I will give him a call."
The conversation was getting a little redundant. I was glad to hear that everything went well, but I really didn't want to talk to her anymore. I never bothered to say goodbye, I just turned the phone off.
I was hoping to be back at the lodge by breakfast.
Things seemed to run smoothly while I was gone, except for one slight problem.
"Caitlyn, where the hell is your father?"
"Hi John. Welcome back. Dad will only be gone for a couple of days. He had a small problem that he had to take care of in Vegas."
"Yeah. He had to borrow a little of the working cash for the trip. He told me to tell you not to worry."



"How much working cash?"
"Ten grand."
"What the hell does he need ten thousand dollars for?"
"I am not sure, but I think it has something to do with mom."
"Oh crap. Where is Terry?"
"In the kitchen, getting ready for lunch."
Well other than the fact that one of the partners ran off with a big chunk of our operating capital, things seemed to be all right. Terry was busy, but seemed to have everything under control. He had figured out that it was easier to put out a small buffet every day than to let the guests order from the menu. It was working for him and there were no complaints from the lodgers.
"John. Welcome back. How was the trip?"
"It was a lot of fun, actually. I was glad that I went."
"I guess you know that Woody is gone?"
"Caitlyn gave me a quick rundown, but she didn't seem to know much."
"Colleen is in trouble. She called Seymour, and asked if he could get in touch with Woody. It seems that Dennis skipped out on her, after running up a nice size bill at the MGM grand. The hotel had her arrested for defrauding an inn keeper. The bill was just under ten grand. They are holding her in the local jail, until the bill is paid. She is looking at some jail time if nothing is done soon."
"You are not telling me that Woody is going to use our money to pay the hotel bill for Colleen and her boyfriend?"
"I don't think so. He was smiling when he left. He might have something up his sleeve."
"Boy, I sure hope so. We might need that money for the winter."
"He got a round trip ticket, and should be back this evening."
I was turning to leave, when I remembered my visit to Dora.
"Terry, I saw Dora while I was home. She is not doing well."
"Tough shit. After what they did to us, I don't have any sympathy for her or the others."
"I am not sure, but I think it might have been different with Dora."
"Different? How? A cheater is a cheater. It can't be undone."
"Loretta and Colleen might have pressured her into joining them. I don't think she wanted to, but she felt forced into it."
"Is that what she told you?"
"Not exactly, but she did want me to make sure to tell you that she didn't screw the guy."
"Then what the hell was she doing there?"
I didn't answer him. There was a short pause in the conversation before he started to put two and two together.
"Oh crap. Don't tell me. She wasn't screwing him, but she was sucking his cock. That's great. Just wonderful."
"She said that she felt as if she had to do something. She insisted that I tell you that she didn't fuck him. Apparently, Loretta and Colleen had really put the screws to her."
I could tell that Terry was upset. "I am sorry, John, but as far as I am concerned, sucking a guys cock is just as bad as screwing him. She shouldn't have been there in the first place."
I left him alone to brood. I think I understood what was going on in his head, but I have to admit that I didn't know what I would do under the same circumstances.
It only took me a few hours to get the days business done. I had to figure out how we could make money over the winter months. We had the fishing season covered, but we needed a little more. We were not interested in competing with the hunting camps and unanimously rejected anything to do with snowmobiles. My research was interrupted by a new guest.
Amanda Freese was a striking woman. Boy, was that a trite phrase. I was kicking myself for even thinking it. She was in her mid-forties, with short, dark hair and a perpetual tan. She wasn't a beauty, but her posture and demeanor compensated for it.
"You are the new owner I assume?"
"One of them. How can I help you?"
"I can pretty well take care of myself. I am Amanda Freese. I have been coming here regularly for the past few years and I am hoping to continue to do so. I hope you haven't changed too many things, because I hate change."
"If there are any changes that you do not like, just let me know."
"I will, I assure you."
I felt that she was trying to bait me a little, but I was unsure of her purpose in doing so. It was my responsibility to keep her happy, but I had no intention of allowing her to shit on me.
"Luc Boudreau has been my regular guide. I assume he is still available?"
"Absolutely."
"I am going to spend the rest of the day getting settled in today. Can you make sure that Luc is here in the morning?"
"No problem, Mrs. Freese."
Luc Boudreau was more than happy to tell me about Amanda Freese. For some reason, she took a shine to him. He was no better or worse than the other guides, but he refused to take any guff from her. He said that she seemed to like that. The only thing that she was interested in was pike fishing. That was odd, because she came from Burlington. There were plenty of pike in Lake Champaign. She had no reason to drive herself to our place. Luc wasn't sure, but thought that she was divorced. She had a son, who only came with her on one trip. He hated spending time on the lake, so she never brought him back with her. She was a great tipper and, it appeared that she was Luc's favorite guest.
Pike fishing was an unusual choice for a woman. It wasn't exactly exciting. Hooking and landing a pike is sort of like snagging a log. She never kept any of them. It was strictly catch and release. There was something fascinating about her. I was looking forward to her stay with us.
Some time in the middle of the night, Woody had returned. When I came down stairs, he was half way though breakfast and seemed happy to see me.
"Tell me the bad news, Woody. How much did your trip to Vegas end up costing us?"
Woody was sort of quietly laughing as Caitlyn poured me a cup of coffee.
"Not one cent, good buddy: not one damn cent."
"You seem in good spirits. I didn't anticipate that."
"I paid for my own ticket John. Round trip excursion fares to Las Vegas are pretty cheap. I took a wad of cash with me so that I could flash it in front of Colleen. It worked perfectly."
"What worked?"
Woody had finished his meal and pushed the plate aside. "They were holding Colleen until she could pay the hotel bill that she and dickhead had run up. He skipped out on her, but she wasn't smart enough to realize what was going on. When she repaid the $9700, plus court costs, she would be released. I showed her the money and promised to take care of everything as soon as she signed the divorce papers. I never saw her move so fast."
"I thought you said it didn't cost us anything?"
"John, I am not that stupid. I took the signed papers and walked right out of the court house. I am sure it was several hours, until she realized that I had screwed her just as bad as Dennis did. I mailed the signed papers to Seymour and caught the next plane back to Montreal."
"You are a rotten son-of-a-bitch, Woody."
"Yeah, I know, and I feel great."
When Caitlyn came over to refill the coffee, I asked her to bring me some breakfast. She said it would take a little while because Terry was gone. Now what the hell was going on?
Caitlyn was better in the kitchen than I was, so I helped out by waiting tables so that she could concentrate on the cooking. Luckily, the breakfast crowd was staggered out over several hours. I cleaned up in the kitchen while Caitlyn got all the housekeeping duties taken care. The lunch buffet went a little smoother. It was easier to be a bus-boy than a waiter. Caitlyn did a great job again, preparing the meal. There was no doubt that we needed more help.
Luc Boudreau was waiting in my office for me after lunch. It was not a good sign because I didn't want to lose him as a guide.
"Mister Mercer, I just need a minute of your time."
"Is something wrong, Luc? If so, I'll do whatever I can to fix it."
"Nothing is wrong, but I am concerned about Miss Amanda."
"Concerned how?"
"She is asking a lot of questions. She never does that. She is getting annoyed with me because I can not answer most of them. I don't want her mad at me."
"What kind of questions?"
"Mostly about you and why you bought the lodge. She asked me where you came from and about your wife. I can't answer any of these questions."
"She never did that before?"
"Hell, no. She never even talked to me before, except about the pike."
"Anything else?"
"She was asking a lot of question about the young girl: the one who does the housekeeping."
"Caitlyn? Why would she be asking about her?"
Luc just shrugged his shoulders. He felt uncomfortable about the whole situation, so I thanked him and he quickly left. He seemed relieved and satisfied about the conversation.
Woody took care of supper. He set up some grills on the front porch and we had all the guests cook their own steaks. The weather was cool and balmy, but every body seemed to enjoy it, even Amanda Freese. Beans, Cole Slaw and garlic toast were an easy accompaniment.
Woody and Caitlyn were cleaning up and I noticed Amanda Freese sitting by the fireplace with a glass of red wine. It wasn't really cold enough for a good fire, but the small one looked pleasant.
"May I join you?"
She didn't say anything, but shifted over on the couch to make more room. It was a good sign. I had no idea what I was going to say next.
"Did Luc come to see you?" She anticipated my visit.
"Did you tell him to?"
"Not really, but I primed the pump a little, so to speak."
"You baited him?"
"In a fashion. It became obvious that Luc did not know any more about you and your staff than I did. I would feel awkward approaching you directly, so I was hoping that he could get you interested enough to come to me."
"You are a very devious woman? Is there a purpose in your madness?"
She finished her wine and laughed a little. I reached out my hand for the empty, which she readily gave me. A few moments later, I returned with the bottle and two glasses.
"Now that you don't feel awkward anymore, are there any questions that you want answered?"
"Several."
"I'll make you a deal. I get to ask you a question for everyone that you ask me."
"That's not fair. I am entitled to my privacy, but you are not."
"Would you rather just sit here and enjoy the wine and the fire?"
"No. I want some answers."
"You are quite argumentative."
"Yes I am. Are you married?"
"No fair. You snuck in a question when I wasn't looking."
I don't know if it was the wine or the banter, but we were both getting comfortable.
"I am, or shall I say I was. I am presently in the process of getting divorced."
She nodded when I answered and took a sip of wine.
"My turn. Are you divorced?"
"You asked that question backwards."
"Yes, I know. I am an optimist."
"I have been divorced for nine years and I have an eighteen year old son."
"I have two daughters; married and gone."
"I didn't ask."
"I anticipated."
It was a strange conversation and it continued for over an hour. I was forced to open another bottle of wine before we finished. Amanda finally excused herself because Luc was expecting her at 6AM, and she proudly announced that she was never late.
I was looking forward to spending more time with her.
The next morning brought several unexpected surprises. Woody and I came down for breakfast together and were surprised that our new waitress was none other than Dora. Woody and I smiled at each other as we said good morning to her. Neither of us made any smart-assed comments and tried our best to act as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening. At one point, I caught Dora looking at me and she silently said "Thank you." I just nodded.
Later that morning, Seymour called. Loretta had agreed to sign the divorce papers with one stipulation: She wanted to be free and clear of all liability connected to the house and that I would take over sole ownership. The house was trashed, but it still had good bones. I told him to go for it. I was six hundred miles away, but felt certain that I could figure something out. It was nice to see some positive results coming from a silly, childish prank. What truly amazed me is that she wasn't trying to get any of the assets that had been accumulated. She only knew about half of them, but it was odd that she was more than willing to walk away without demanding anything.
Terry stuck his nose in at the office and gave me a wink, but nothing more. He was a better man than I was, and I felt good for him.
Amanda Freese took the afternoon off from her fishing. She was in the main lodge area with Caitlyn. I glanced in at them a few times trying to get a feel for what was going on. Caitlyn seemed a bit agitated with the older woman at times, indicating that they were disagreeing about something, but she didn't walk away.
I had a difficult time concentrating the rest of the afternoon. I wanted to talk with Terry to find out what happen that put him back together with Dora. I was hoping to chat with Luc a little to see if the mysterious Mrs. Freese had said anything during the morning fishing. What was going on between Amanda and Caitlyn? I was dying to call Loretta just to let her vent a little and silently gloat. I felt sure that Dora wanted to talk to me, but without being obvious. Damn it, I was turning into the worlds biggest busy body. All of a sudden, I found my self laughing at the stupidity of everything that was going on.
Woody popped in with a couple of cold beers and broke the spell. Terry was bitching because we used all the steaks and screwed up his menu for the rest of the week. That beer sure tasted good. Woody and I decided that we would not ask Terry about what was going on with Dora. When he was ready, he would tell us.
Shortly after Woody left, Luc stopped in just to let me know that Mrs. Freese had been in a great mood that morning. She didn't catch many fish, but didn't seemed upset about it. He gave me a smile and a wink when he left. I was not sure what that meant.
Amanda Freese always sat by herself during meal time. I tried to avoid casual contact with the guests, but tonight I decided to impose on the mystery woman. Actually, she wasn't that much of a mystery anymore, just interesting.
"May I join you?"
"Of course. I haven't ordered yet."
"You didn't go out this afternoon."
"No. I wanted to talk to Caitlyn. I should have asked her father for permission first, but I was hoping to keep it casual."
"How did that work out for you?"
"Not too well, I am afraid. I wasn't able to explain things the way that I should have. I just hope that I didn't botch it up too bad."
Dora interrupted the conversation to take our supper order. We picked one of three entrees and the rest of the meal was prefix. Terry knew how to keep things simple.
"What exactly were you trying to do?"
"I told you last night that I had a son."
"You mentioned it, but you did not elaborate."
"Jason is very smart, good looking, and physically healthy, but he has one problem. He has been mentally abused by his father since he was a baby. Although he has always excelled at everything he attempted his father was never satisfied. The constant browbeating and belittling has left him with no self esteem and no confidence. He stutters and shies away from contact with other people, whether they are adults or people his own age."
"I assume that is what prompted the divorce?"
"Absolutely. I also have a restraining order that prevent his father from contacting him even after he became of legal age. I have good lawyers."
The conversation stopped momentarily as Dora served our food.
"Luc had said that Jason came here to the lodge with you on one occasion."
"Yes. I was hoping that it would help him relax, but he hated the lake and hated the fishing. Since then, He has stayed with my sister when I come up."
Do you feel bad about leaving him alone?"
"Yes, but I think it is necessary. I don't want him to be dependent upon me. At some point, he will have to be on his own. I try to stay away a little longer each time to condition him. Unfortunately, leaving him with my sister isn't helping much."
" I think I see where this is going, but why Caitlyn?"
"She is the same age as Jason. She seems to be poised and confident. She works hard. Other than that, I don't know much about her. She is attractive and people seem to feel comfortable around her."
"What is it exactly that you were expecting her to do for you, or should I say for Jason?"
"All I wanted her to do, was spend some one-on-one time with him. I was hoping that I could bring him here for a few weeks and that maybe he would open up some. He is scheduled to start at Princeton in six weeks. In his present condition he will not be able to go. I spent thousands of dollars on professional therapists and it was all wasted."
"That is probably too much to expect in two weeks."
"I have to try something."
"I noticed that Caitlyn did not appear to be too responsive."
"She promised to think about it, but I am afraid it doesn't look too promising."
"Would you like to talk to Woody?"
"I was hoping that you would be able to do that for me."
"Why me?"
"I am a good judge of people. Unfortunately, I allowed my father to select my husband for me. I will never make that mistake again."
"I'll see what I can do. Are you having desert?"
"I will, if you join me."
I found Caitlyn and Woody out on the porch. It was chilly, but beautiful.
"Can I interrupt?"
"By all means. Caitlyn and I were waiting for you do come out. How was your supper?"
"Interesting. Your beautiful daughter was the topics of our dinner discussion."
"That is what we were hoping."
"Uncle John, she pissed me off. I can't tell if she wants me to be a baby sitter or a prostitute." I wasn't really her uncle, but she got used to calling me that years ago and it seemed to stick.
"There is a big difference between those two options."
"Well, I am not nuts about either one of the choices."
"Is that how she presented it to you, or did you come to that conclusion?"
Caitlyn waited a moment before replying. "No, I just assumed that was what she was getting at. In any event, I have no intention of spending my time with a retard."
"Wow baby! Bad choice of words." Woody seemed a little annoyed with his daughters insensitivity.
"Well, I don't know how else to describe him. Mrs. Freese tried to explain what was wrong with him and I really didn't pay attention. My mind was jumping all around."
"Caitlyn, he is starting at Princeton in a couple months. He is not stupid or retarded. In fact, as I understand it, he is pretty damn smart."
Woody and I watched as his daughter paced back and forth on the porch. "No. It is still not right. She is offering me money to take care of her son. I am not a baby sitter and I am not a...." She paused in mid-sentence. "I am not an escort. You don't pay somebody to spend time with somebody else like that."
I smiled at her defiance. "I have an easy solution. Why don't you tell her that you will do want she wants for no charge. That way your reputation will stay untainted."
"What reputation? I don't care what other people think. I have to live with myself."
Woody was quietly laughing at his daughter's attempt to act grown up. What she was saying made sense, but it was a long stretch.
"How can I get my work done and watch him at the same time?"
"Dora can take over all of your kitchen and dining room duties and Jason can help you with house keeping in the mornings. That leaves the afternoons free."
"And what am I supposed to do with him then?"
"Run naked through the woods and make mad passionate love." Woody tried, but couldn't keep a straight face. It was a silly way to tease his own daughter, but she left herself wide open for it and he just couldn't resist.
"Damn it, Dad. Quit it. This is serious and you and John are turning it into some kind of a joke." Caitlyn plopped down on the bench between us.



"Okay, I'll do it, but only for two weeks."
Woody gave her a hug. I am not sure why, but I guess he was proud of the decision that she made. We all got up and started back into the lodge.
"Dad. How come I can't go to Princeton?"
Woody just groaned and smacked her on the backside.
Later that night, Amanda and I had coffee in front of the fireplace. She seemed happy with the way things were going and decided to extend her stay at the lodge so that she could be here at the same time her son was. She seemed a little upset while I voiced disapproval of her idea. We did reach a compromised, however. I promised to keep her entertained if she promised to leave Caitlyn and Jason alone. She thought the idea was humorous and wanted to know exactly what I had in mind.
I still hadn't got to talk to Terry or Sara about why she was at the lodge. It could wait until they were ready. After I went to bed I couldn't get to sleep. I had one thing that kept playing over and over in my mind. Why didn't Loretta try and get any of the money that was in the bank. Why was she so quick to settle. What was it, that I didn't know?
Amanda was already on the water when I came down for breakfast. Woody and I had some blueberry pancakes, but didn't waste any time on frivolous conversation. He had two outboards to overhaul and I had bills to pay. I waited until later in the morning to call Seymour. I had that damn itch that needed to be scratched.
"John, I had the same concern as you did, but I didn't want to muddy the waters. I figured that getting Loretta to sign the papers was the most important thing. I did however, put one of my girls on the problem."
"Was it a problem, or something else?"
"Do you remember when Loretta's father died?"
"Yeah. It was about six years ago. It was pretty sad because she lost both of her parents within two years."
"Loretta's father had a one hundred thousand dollar life insurance policy. Did you know that?"
"She never mentioned a damn thing about that."
"Loretta deposited the insurance into a money market account at the Berkshire Credit Union under her maiden name."
"You're kidding, right? Why the hell would she do that?"
"John, we will probably never know, unless she decided to tell you. I figured that she didn't want to try and get any part of your joint assets because she didn't want to risk losing her insurance money."
"Ray Upright did not even come to town until last year, so he had nothing to do with it."
"No, but that brings up another interesting point. Mister Upright has a wife and two children in Colorado Springs. As far as we could determine, Loretta was not aware of it."
I couldn't help myself. I started to laugh over the phone. "I am sorry Seymour, but that is funny as hell. She threw everything away for a man who was married and she didn't even know it?"
"It looks that way, and it gets worse."
"How is that possible?"
"She cashed in the Money Market Account yesterday, and left with a cashier's check for one hundred and twenty four thousand dollars."
"It sounds like she is getting ready to leave town."
"All we can do is wait and see. At least you are out of the woods."
I hung up the phone and I was sitting quietly laughing to myself when Dora walked in.
"John, I just wanted to thank you for talking to Terry. I really appreciate it." She was looking at her feet as she talked.
"Is everything all right?"
"Pretty much so. It is not like it was, but it is a lot better than it might have been."
"Dora, I think he really loves you. I am glad things are back to normal."
There was a short pause and then she looked up. "Things are good, John, but not back to normal. Maybe in a little while, but not yet. I can wait."
"What does that mean?"
Her eyes were starting to water up a little. It was not my intention to cause her any grief, so I decided to drop the subject. She started to turn and leave, but stopped.
"He won't kiss me, John. My husband refuses to kiss me. We do everything else, but he cannot bring himself to touch my lips with his. I feel like a whore. It hurts, but I guess I deserve it." She was quietly sobbing as she left the office. I didn't know what to say.
Jason Freese arrived shortly after lunch. He was good looking and carried himself well. You would be hard pressed to believe that he was as socially inept as his mother indicated. Caitlyn noticed him as soon as he entered the lodge and she immediately got a big grin on her face. I don't think he was what she had expected. The next two weeks were going to be interesting.
Amanda coerced me into going out fishing with her several times. I didn't mind going out for perch or walleye, but I found pike fishing to be boring. I think part of that was because I could not tell the difference between a strike and a weed hang-up. Luc found the whole thing to be hilarious, although he made every attempt to control himself. She finally stopped forcing me to go out with her, if I agreed to some nature walks in the afternoon.
Terry and Woody were happy with the way things were going. The three of us got together often to discuss the business. Terry never talked about his relationship with Dora. Woody and I, tactfully, did not bring it up.
Of course, all of us were watching Caitlyn and Jason. It started out slow, but picked up after the second day. Woody and I finally cornered her and forced her to tell us what was going on.
"I don't think the problem is as bad as Mrs. Freese makes it out to be."
"Why is that?"
"He is just super shy, and it is mainly because of his stutter. He can't speak normally at all, and because of that he avoids other people at all costs, especially girls. I thinks he must have gotten teased a lot when he was younger."
"He seems comfortable with you."
"Not at first, dad. It is getting better now, but I think it might take longer than two weeks."
Woody started to laugh. "You mean you want it to take longer than two weeks."
"I didn't say that. Don't make stuff up."
"John, I think my daughter has got herself a boy friend. What do you think I should do about that?"
"We should consider a chaperone."
It was a weak attempt at teasing her, but she did react.
"You guys, quit it now. He is just going to be here a few weeks and then I will never see him again. He is a nice guy and I don't understand what the fuss is all about."
"Does he have a girl friend?"
"Uncle John, that is not important, but the answer is 'no'. I don't think he has ever been out on a date. Between his father beating him down mentally and his mother over protecting him, he hasn't had a chance."
"Did you kiss him yet?"
"No dad, I did not kiss him, and I have no intention of doing so. Will you guys let it go? We are doing fine. Stop trying to screw things up." With that short lecture, she stomped out of the room.
Woody and I looked at each other and smiled.
Amanda and I had supper together that evening. She seemed pleased with the way that Caitlyn and Jason were getting along. I think she realized that part of his problem had been that she was playing the role of mother hen. It was good to see that she was getting ready to let him go out on his own. She also teased me about not holding up my end of our agreement. I had promised to keep her occupied, and she felt that I was not doing enough to fulfill that promise.
Things at the lodge were running smoothly. The guests were happy and we were actually making a profit; it was small, but it was a profit. We made contact with several of the ice hut operators in the area. They were more than eager to place as many units on the lake by the lodge as we could handle. We would only be able to operate it for about ten weeks, but it would fill in an other wise dead period.
There were several birding organizations in the area. This gave us another opportunity to fill in some slow months in the spring. We had enough of our own property and adjacent public land to create several birding trails. We were hesitant about having guests wandering around the woods during the fall hunting season, so we decided that autumn would be the best time for maintenance and upkeep of the entire facility.
I was spending every evening with Amanda. It was becoming natural and comfortable for both of us. It was almost ten days after Jason's arrival when Woody and I got a little shock.
Caitlyn got together with Amanda to brief her on the progress that she was making with Jason. According to Amanda, things were going far better than she had ever expected. The two of them talked for about an hour and then Woody's little girl calmly asked Amanda if she could get her some birth control pills. It was something that Mrs. Freese had not anticipated. Without thinking, she agreed to do it. After Caitlyn left, smiling, Amanda had second thoughts. That was where Woody and I came in.
Amanda had no problem with doing what Caitlyn asked, but would not consider it without Woody's approval. This is something a father should not have to endure. Mothers were put on this earth to take care of situations like this. Amanda and I tried our best to alleviate Woody's anxiety about the request. Reluctantly, he finally agreed that it was for the best. It appeared that Caitlyn had done a better job with Jason than any of us had expected.
The next morning I got an unexpected call from Loretta.
"John, I need a little help. When I signed the papers for the divorce, I didn't ask for anything, you know, money wise."
"Yeah, I know."
"Well, I am in a small bind right now, and I was wondering if you could spare a few thousnd dollars to tide me over."
It was evident that something had happened in the past few days; something bad for my soon to be ex-wife.
"I don't understand. I thought that you had plenty of money."
"What do you mean, John? I didn't take any from you or from the accounts."
"No, I meant from your fathers insurance. There should have been plenty there to last you for a long time."
There was a pause at the other end. "John, did you know about the insurance?"
"Of course. I am not that dense. What happened to all that cash from the Money Market Account?"
"Oh God, John. I am so embarrassed. I did a stupid, stupid thing."
"How stupid, Loretta?"
"Raymond and I opened a joint bank account with the cashiers check that I got from the credit union."
"Let me guess. Raymond skipped town and the bank account is empty."
"Yes. Yes, and I don't know what to do. John, I need your help."
"Are you going to go and get it back?"
"What do you mean? Go where? I have no idea where he is, or might go."
"My guess is that he is on his way to Colorado Springs, to his wife and kids."
There was a long silence. "He is married?"
"Yes, and he has two kids."
"Why didn't you tell me? If you knew this you should have told me, damn it, John."
"I am sorry darling. I got the distinct impression that you wanted me to butt out of your life."
I could tell now that she was crying. It was time to end the torture. "Loretta, stop by and see Seymour tomorrow. I will call him and tell him to give you five thousand dollars. That should be enough for a while, at least until you can get to Colorado and get an Attorney there to help you."
"John?"
"Yes?"
"Thank you."
That was the last time I ever had contact with Loretta. I guess a lot of guys would say that I shouldn't have given her anything. That was my first inclination. She screwed up so bad that I just couldn't help feeling a little sorry for her.
Jason's visit to the lodge had been over a month now. It was soon going to be time for him to leave. Caitlyn had been spending all her time with him and had been avoiding Woody and I. We started to joke about it. It was as if she was grooming him for his debut into our lodge group. We all had a brief introduction, but none of us, other than Caitlyn, had spent any time with him at all.
There was a small library or reading room at one end of the main hall. One afternoon, Woody and I noticed that Caitlyn and Jason were there with Amanda Freese. It wasn't a casual gathering; it actually looked like a formal meeting. Caitlyn and Jason were both dressed up, compared to their normal attire. Amanda noticed that Woody and I were watching and gave us a small smile. After about an hour, the kids got up and walked towards us. They both had big grins on their faces.
"Your turn now, daddy. Mrs. Freese wants to talk to you and Uncle John."
Woody and I entered like two kids who had been sent to see the principal.
It appeared that Amanda Freese had more money than Woody and I had imagined. We knew that she was loaded, but never imagined that she was filthy rich. Amanda's father had endowed a great deal of money to his old alumnus, Princeton,; so much, that Amanda could pretty well get anything that she wanted from them. The only thing that was left to do now, was to get the approval from Elwood F. Perry to allow his daughter to attend Princeton starting in less than two weeks. As far as Woody was concerned it was a no-brainer.
Terry joined the two of us on the front porch later. It was too chilly for beer, but we drank it anyhow. We were trying to figure out if Caitlyn really liked Jason or if she was just putting on an act in order to get a free ride at college. We didn't spend too much time dwelling on it. Terry still hadn't opened up about Dora. Woody and I had known that this was a topic that would never, ever be discussed.
Later that evening, Amanda joined me in front of the fireplace with the antique pop corn popper. The popcorn got better in the microwave, but it was more fun making it in the fireplace. I sort of liked the burnt, crunchy kernels. I never really considered wine appropriate to drink with popcorn, but tonight seemed special. It was the first night in a long time that I did not sleep alone. We thought that we had been discrete, but forgot that Caitlyn was the one that made the beds in the morning. Amanda's unslept bed did not go unnoticed.
Amanda and I endured the ribbing from Caitlyn at breakfast. Later that morning, Amanda moved her things into my room. Jason, who was usually very quiet and reserved, gave me a wink at lunch time. I assumed that I had his approval.
Weathergard Recovery Enterprises agreed to fix up the trashed house for fourteen thousand dollars plus 5% of the reasale profit. They specialized in repairing storm and fire damaged structures. The entire agreement was taken care of on the internet. I never saw the old house again, and ended up with over sixty thousand dollars profit at the end.
Sarah called to let me know that her mother had succesfully recovered almost all of the money that Raymond took from her. Loretta had left Colorado for Los Angeles. She was planning on staying with a cousin she had out there.
Amanda went with Jason and Caitlyn to help them get settled at school. They had spent the last two weeks at the lodge sharing a cabin, so Woody had no problem agreeing to let them share a condo while they attended school. He realized that if he tried to do anything else, he would just frustrate himself.
Before Amanda returned, she stopped by her home in Burlington to gather up clothing and personal belongings that she would need at the lodge. Her decision to stay full time was welcomed by all of us, especially by Dora who was dying for a little female companionship. Amanda was going to be taking care of all the advertising and correspondence, two tasks that I had done, but never enjoyed. To Luc's dismay, Amanda stopped pike fishing. Her obsession seemed to be over.
Things slowed down during the late fall, since we were one of the few places in the area that did not cater to hunters. It gave us time to catch up and clean up. Money was not a problem.
We had a small Christmas party that included a tree and some gifts. Amanda had hung up some mistletoe and Dora was elated when she got her first kiss from her husband. Things seemed to normalized between them after that.
Poor Woody was the only one who spent the holidays alone, but he didn't seem to mind too much. He never heard from Colleen again. Although my divorce had been finalized, Amanda and I never discussed marriage. Things were fine the way that they were, and neither of us wanted to screw it up.
Jason and Caitlyn did not finish their first year at Princeton. After a quickie marriage in Maryland, Jason transferred to the University of Vermont and the two love birds moved into the Burlington family home. Amanda's was excited about her first grand child. I guess the birth control pills didn't work.
Yes it was juvenile, but it was a hell of a ride and a lot of fun. I would do it again.
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I wasn't expecting it, but at least she had the decency to confront me and not screw around until I caught her. I really didn't know what to say. Was I mad? Yes. Was I confused? Yes. Was I going to try and stop her? No way.
"George. I am not being unreasonable. Go see a lawyer if you feel it is necessary. The only thing that I am asking for is that you continue to pay for the kids college education. Other than that, I want nothing but my clothing and jewelry."
I just sat there holding the petition for divorce in my hands. I hadn't open it or even looked at it. What was the point? Linda had already removed her belongings from the house and I hadn't even noticed. I wasn't saying anything, but she insisted on yakking away. She did that when she was nervous. She was trying her best to look calm and in control but the steady stream of words flowing from her mouth betrayed her. I stared at the papers and smiled to myself. I think she noticed and started talking faster.
As I stood up I tossed the envelope on the coffee table.
"Just get out. I got the message. Goodbye." At least she shut up. She stammered a little as I walked to the kitchen to get a cold beer. Instead of finishing what she was going to say, my wife turned and walked out of the front door for the last time.
Ten minutes later, as I was on the second bottle, I glanced at the package she left. It was simple and clean, as she said. She also included a power of attorney so that I could sell the house. We had just taken out a second mortgage to pay the college tuition for our two sons, Robert and Glenn. If I sold the house now, I wouldn't even make enough profit to pay for the realtor's commission.
So what was it that brought twenty years of marriage to a screeching halt? An old flame; Cameron Wright was her first. Linda and Cameron were a steady couple for years before I even met her. She mentioned him often in the past and a few of our mutual friends made comments about him over the years. I ignored it. He was an old boyfriend. So what? I know now that it was more than that.
I must have been sitting for a long while, because I noticed that the room started to get dark. I knocked over three empties, as I reached over to click on the end table lamp. Then the doorbell rang.
"Damn it. Now what?" I was talking to myself.
"George. I just found out what she did. Billy said I should come over and see if you were okay." It was Linda's sister, Grace. I always liked Grace. In fact, I liked her better than I liked Linda. I must have had had too much to drink and I wasn't thinking straight. Billy was my best friend. I should have my ass kicked for even thinking about his wife that way. I shook my head as if I had water in my ears, in a vain attempt to straighten out my logic senses.
Grace took me by the arm and led me out to the kitchen. I resisted a little because she seemed to be treating me like an invalid. I didn't need any damn help.
The fluorescent lighting hurt my eyes, but I just squinted it away. How many beers did I have? I got about half of the coffee down before I realized that Grace was not saying anything.
"Feeling better now, George? Can we talk now?"
"Give me a minute. I have to take a leak." By the time I got back she had topped off the cup.
"So, Grace. Tell me about my loving wife and Cameron Wright. When did this all come about? Your stupid brother-in-law just found out about it this afternoon."
"Don't be too hard on yourself, George. I always thought that she was still carrying a torch for the asshole, even after you guys married."
"It would have been nice if you would have said something twenty years ago."
"Get real. There was no way that I was going to stick my nose into that. I was just hoping that over the years she would forget about him. The two of you seemed to get along so well."
"Grace, it was never as good as it looked. I realize now that most of the time the relationship was more platonic than romantic. I tried and tried over the years, but I could never really warm her up. Flowers, candy, and jewelry never worked. We got along and all. In fact, we rarely had an argument. I think I understand why now."
"You covered it up pretty good."
"Thanks. Can I have a few of those oatmeal cookies in the canister behind you? My stomach is screaming for something."
"So, tell me, sister-in-law. What motivated my wife to dump me?"
"I don't know if you remember, but Cameron dropped out of high school and joined the Air Force. Right after that, you and Linda started dating. Cameron was Linda's first, if you know what I mean."
I nodded and shrugged at the same time.
"A girl never forgets her first love. Anyhow, she was really pissed when he left. She wanted a family and kids. I guess you were the one who she picked to help her with that. I thought that she made a good choice. I had no idea that she was just using you until shithead got back. Hell, I don't think she even knew that he was coming back."
"So why is he back now?"
"He finished twenty years in the Air Force and retired with the rank of Major. Linda claims that he has a nice pension and several good executive positions lined up in the area to start his second career. She was telling me about this and actually sounded proud. She was gushing over this great military career that he had, as if she had been part of it. To be honest with you, George, it sounded a little sick."
"So, I assume that she is now living with him?"
"He is renting a condo in Berkshire Heights until he can find a suitable home to buy in the area. Linda is now completely moved in with him."
"How long has he been back?"
"I am not sure, but I think for about three weeks. He called her as soon as he got into town."
"So, that means that stupid George has been a cuckold for that long."
"Looks that way. Sorry."
Grace tried to fill my coffee cup again, but I motioned her away.
"I don't need any more coffee. All I want now is a shower and a good nights sleep. Thanks for stopping by Grace. Lock up and when you leave."
My sister-in-law actually looked sad for me as I walked out of the room.
I was glad that the boys were no longer at home. It would have been embarrassing for me to have to explain to them what happened. They would find out eventually, but I was hoping that I would have recovered my composure by that time so that I didn't look so pathetic.
My career choice was not that ambitious, but I enjoyed my work. I was in charge of the produce section at one of the larger supermarkets in the area. The company had been trying to get me to take a managers position for the last ten years, but I didn't want the long hours and the heavy responsibility. It didn't matter anymore now.
Bright and early the next morning I called my district supervisor and informed him that I was now ready to move up. That afternoon, I was assigned to take over a new store about ten miles from home. I spent three days training in Baltimore, and then started on my job.
In my spare time, I notified the boys of the marital situation, placed the house up for sale and rearranged all of my credit card and banking accounts. Linda's car was in her name, but the insurance was under my policy; emphasis on the word "was'.
Getting a new store up and running required a lot of my time. I didn't mind because it kept me from thinking about my personal problems. The company had things pretty streamlined, so most of the difficulties that I had were easily resolved. Corporate had a few professional store openers stay with us for the first two weeks. That was a big help. They handled the training for most of the new store employees. Half of the people were experienced and transferred in from other stores in the area. I was comfortable with the job and with my ability to do it.
In no time things had settled down. Everything was under control and running smoothly, so I had time to start arranging my personal affairs.
Since I was planning on getting a small apartment near the store, I started to get rid of everything at the house that I would no longer need. Most of it, I just gave away. There were several agencies in the area that were willing to take almost anything that I was willing to separate with. Of course the first thing to go was the marital bed. I got a lot of satisfaction out of disposing of the wedding pictures and the family photos. I did keep a small collection of pictures of the boys.
Billy called and insisted that I come over to the house the next Sunday for a cook out. He promised me that Linda would not be there. He also wanted to bring me up to date on the status of Cameron Wright; local war hero.
It wasn't much of a cook out. Billy and Grace's two teenage daughters made an appearance, but quickly disappeared. Basically, it was just an opportunity for Billy and me to chat. Grace spent most of the afternoon keeping us in cold beer and cleaning up after Billy's cooking mess.
"Okay, Billy. What do you know about Mister, or should I say, Major Wright?"
"All I know George is what he is spreading around the Veterans of Foreign Wars hall. Cameron and Linda have been coming in a couple times a week. He is all 'grandstand and glad hand.' The guys seem to eat it up, but I think they are just impressed because it is new blood. Hell, most of the guys that come in there are over sixty."
"And what is my loving wife doing while he is crowing about?"
"Linda usually just stands beside him and smiles. She seems proud to be with him."
"Humpp! She never acted that way when we were out together."
"Hell, George! You ain't no big war hero." Billy couldn't help laughing when he said it, but I didn't find it funny.
"George. He wears a baseball cap with that major insignia embroidered on the front of it. He even has a tag on the front of his car with that gold oak leaf. He is doing his best to impress everyone that he was a ranking officer."
Something didn't feel right about Major Wright. I finished a beer just as Grace arrived with a couple of fresh ones.
"Billy. Cameron never even finished high school. How did he get to be an officer? If I remember correctly, they did away with that old Mustang program years ago. To get a commission nowadays you have to have a degree. How did that son-of-a-bitch get a college degree when he wasn't even smart enough to get a high school diploma?"
"Good point. I don't have an answer."
"Did he actually join the VFW?"
"Yes. He joined the first week he was back."
"Can you get a copy of his application for membership?"
"No problem. Why?"
"I just want to check a few things out."
"I'll have it for you next week."
Well about this time Grace came out and told us to lighten up the conversation, so she could be included. I don't remember what we ended up talking about, but a few hours later I went home with a devious smile on my face.
Things started out fine the next week. The paper work for the divorce was started. I had three serious people looking at the house and the realtor was optimistic. Everything was running smoothly at work, until Thursday. She was waiting for me in my office when I arrived.
Maria Sanchez was the supervisor on my midnight to eight, stocking crew. Maria was promoted and transferred to the new store from across town. All that I knew about her was that she was a hard worker. Everyone agreed that she deserved the promotion and the raise that came with it. If I lost Maria I would have a small problem that I didn't want to deal with. Getting people to work the graveyard shift is difficult and getting good ones, was nearly impossible.
"I hope you are not here to complain about something, Mrs. Sanchez."
She smiled, but seemed a little nervous.
"Not really a complaint Mister Templeton, but I need some help."
"Go ahead. I'll do what I can."
"I have two sons, aged fifteen and sixteen. They both have part time jobs after school. They have a school bus to catch at 7AM, but they are having a hard time making it. Some days when I get home after eight they are still in bed. They are not lazy, just tired. I need to kickstart them in the morning, if you know what I mean."
"You want a raise so that they will not have to work?"
"No. Not at all. They work to get their college money. They both do well in school, but I have to get them there."
"What are you expecting me to do?"
"Help!"
I found it interesting that she wasn't being whiney. This was a no-nonsense woman that ran a tight crew, but was having a problem with her own kids. I snickered a little at the situation and was rewarded with a sharp retort.
"It is not funny, Mister Templeton. If you can't come up with some way to help me, I'll just have to find another job."
"It is funny, Mrs. Sanchez. You supervise a group of people at night who would take every chance to screw off if they could. They don't, because they work for you and you would not put up with it. How is it that you let two young boys take advantage of you? Where is their father when all of this is happening?"
I really pissed her off now. She started to get up with fire in her eyes. For a second I was afraid that I might have lost her.
"You are an arrogant bastard, Mister Templeton. Everyone said that you were smart and fair. It looks like they were wrong. I didn't come here to be insulted."
"Calm down and sit down. I have a possible solution."
She sat back down, but did not look too happy about it.
"I am going to change your working shift. You will start at eleven. That will give you time to get your inventory lineup ready for the night crew when they arrive at twelve. You will work until six, when the first of the day shift supervisors arrive. He will take over the tail end of your shift. You will get to go home in plenty of time to get your boys off to school and maybe even make them breakfast."
"That is good except for one little problem. I need at least thirty eight scheduled hours in order to keep my health insurance. I can't afford to lose my insurance."
She was right, but I wasn't done yet.
"Do you go to church, Mrs. Sanchez?"
"Damn it. There you go again. You really know how to piss a person off. What the hell does my church attendance habits have to do with my job?"
"You sure are hot-headed, Mrs. Sanchez. I would appreciate it if you would calm down a little until I am done."
"And stop calling me 'Mrs. Sanchez.'. I am not married. I guess you have a smart-assed remark to say about that also."
I was starting to get exasperated with the woman. I sighed, and leaned back in my chair, and immediately fell over backwards.
For a moment, I was just looking at the ceiling. I was amazed at how cheap the light fixtures looked. I heard her giggle as she looked over the top of my desk. I was on my back like a little frog and she was softy laughing at me.
Her hand went to her mouth to cover up her smile.
"Sorry."
I was embarrassed at my clumsiness and she was amused at it. It was difficult composing myself as I got resettled.
"If I can't call you Mrs. Sanchez, what do I call you?"
"Maria. Just Maria."
"Maria. I have two supervisors who are both Southern Baptists. Neither one of them will work on Sunday mornings, so I end up having to. I want you to work six to noon on Sunday. That will get you the extra hours, but that is unimportant anyhow."
"It is important to me."
"You pay extra for the family plan health insurance. Is that right?"
"Yes. For eighty dollars a month, both of my boys are also covered."
"Maria. I am going to make you salaried. That means that your boys will automatically be covered on your insurance. It also means that you will get another small raise."
"And it also means that I will not be eligible for overtime. Is that correct?"
"Yes."
She didn't say anything for a few moments. She was a striking woman. Her hair was dark, but not quite black. Her eyes, however, were black as coal. There did not appear to be an ounce of fat on her. In fact, she looked a little gaunt. I was trying to determine what type of figure she had hidden beneath her work clothes when she responded.
"Okay. I'll take it, but I don't know anything about being a supervisor during the day. I never had to work with customers."
"Don't worry about it. I will work the first four shifts with you. There is no way that you can screw it up."
That was the start of my relationship with Maria Sanchez. It was stressful to say the least and at that point, I never would have expected that it would become serious.
I had expected her to stay for six hours Sunday morning, but we ended up working until late that evening. She insisted on knowing everything that she was going to be responsible for. I didn't have anything better to do and I enjoyed her company.
The Sunday paper had a small article about a fund raiser at the local American Legion Post. Major Cameron Wright had his picture taken in full uniform standing with my loving wife. I can truthfully say that I had never seen her looking as proud as she did in that photo. You would have thought she herself had earned the damn medals.
I didn't get back with Billy until Monday evening. Grace had called me at work and insisted that I come over for Spaghetti. How could I refuse?
Billy had a copy of Cameron's application to join the VFW and also a copy of his discharge papers. I told him about the picture in the Sunday paper and he promised to get me the forms from the American Legion Post also. Grace had overheard at the beauty shop that Cameron had applied for membership at the Liberty Keys Country Club. Linda and I tried to join once, but we were turned down. I didn't care, but Linda was crushed. Grace said it looked like Cameron's application was pretty much pre-approved.
It was a slow week. I had already found a small apartment and I usually went straight there after work and finished at least three beers, sometimes more. The rent included basic cable so I wasn't completely bored. Next week, I would have my DSL internet connection.
The week ended on a high note when I found an invitation on my desk for supper with Maria and her two sons. I already had her address and phone number, but she gave it to me anyhow. It felt awkward and it could very easily be construed as a violation of the company fraternization policy. Just in case, I called my boss, in Baltimore , and explained it to him. After getting his blessing, I felt a lot better about the whole situation. I bought a bottle of wine to take along, but I had no idea what to bring for the boys.
I was a little anxiousabout meeting Maria's sons, but after they found out that I had two sons who were already in college, the evening got a lot better. Poor Maria found herself being left out of most of the conversations. I tried to include her several times, but she finally gave me a little grimace as if to say that I shouldn't worry about it. She seemed pleased that I hit it off with Arman and Martin. The night ended all too quickly and we never got to open the wine.
That Sunday I spent about two hours with Maria as she started her first real shift as a supervisor. I got the feeling that she was anxious to see me go, so that she could fly solo. It was a good sign as far as I was concerned. She promised to call me if she had any problems. She also asked me to come by for supper that evening.
Arman and Martin mysteriously disappeared after supper, leaving Maria and me alone. I helped her clean up the dinner dishes and we finally got to open up that bottle of wine. The conversation was awkward at first. With the exception of supper on Friday, everything between Maria and I had been strictly on a professional level. She looked a little dejected when I explained to her that our relationship could cause problems, but quickly mentioned that she felt confident that it was a minor thing that I would have no difficulty solving.



Although I didn't bring it up, Maria must have felt some necessity to explain her marital status. She had been living with the boys father in Tucson and one day, he just disappeared. She stayed there for three years, but he never returned. Her brother was working in the Philadelphia area as a bricklayer and convinced her to move in with him and his family. Eventually, she got a place of her own and has been working ever since to make things better for the boys. She had never married.
Just I finished my tale of marital woe, the wine bottle was empty. Even though the conversational subjects sucked, I still enjoyed my time with Maria. We had stretched the evening out over several hours so the wine consumption was not a problem when it came time for me to drive home.
Things were pretty normal for several days, both at work and in my private life. Billy came to see me one evening with the information from the American Legion Post. We finished a few beers and tried to figure out what to do, now that we had all the background stuff. A few beers turned out to be a few too many, and Grace ended up coming over to pick up her drunken husband. I was late for work the next morning, but nobody complained, since I was the boss, and I was usually early.
Friday morning brought another unexpected surprise. Three of the company VP's showed up. They made a superficial walk through the store, but it all seemed a little on the phony side. Everything became much clearer when we broke for lunch.
Apparently, there was a severe shortage of supermarket managers, at least it seemed that way to me. Before the meal was over, I had been offered a position as a regional supervisor, in charge of six stores within a thirty mile radius. The salary and benefits that went with the position were more than I could have ever imagined. Of course I accepted.
My second in command at the present store was also pleasantly surprised when I handed the entire operation over to him. I left him with only one request; don't mess with Maria. He gave me a wink and I smile, indicating that we were on the same page.
Maria was naturally unhappy to see me leave the store, but pleased that I got the promotion. I took her out for a nice supper, which I guess you could say was our first real date. The boys were tickled to give us the night out together. It was also the first time that I got to see her dressed up and fixed up. She was a stunner. She seemed to take my promotion a little better when I told her that I would still be working and living in the immediate area. On the other hand, she was not pleased to hear that I had to go to Baltimore for two weeks of training.
I had Sunday lunch with Billy and Grace. We celebrated my good fortune and I tried my best not to drink. I planned to make the short drive to Maryland that evening so that I would be fresh for my first day of training. Billy wanted to know what I had planned to do about Cameron and Linda. I told him that it would have to wait until I finished and got settled in my new position.
Maria and I talked on the phone every day; sometimes twice. I felt like a teenager. She asked me all about the training and I made her tell me what was going on at her end. I always asked her about the boys. She seemed to appreciate the fact that I had shown interest in them.
My new job came with a bunch of responsibilities that I had not anticipated. Community involvement was important. I was expected to join as many civic and social organizations as possible, including the local country club. I smiled when I was informed that my position with the company would assure me acceptance just about anywhere that I applied. Life was good.
I went home the first weekend and saw Maria twice. I got my first kiss, but felt a little uncomfortable, since I was technically still married. She questioned my uncertainly about the kiss, and laughed a little at my explanation. She was teasing me a little and I think that she enjoyed it. I know I did.
The company rented a small office in one of the local business complexes, and had it fully set up, including a secretary. They had done this before and it showed. I was ready to start my full operation on the first day.
On my desk, among other things, was my application for full membership at the Liberty Keys Country Club. All I had to do was sign it and pick up my membership card. I decided that would be the first order of business.
I had on a new suit and was driving my new company car. Everything was great as I strutted into the club lobby, until I saw Linda. She was standing with a few other ladies, dressed in a cute little tennis outfit. I didn't even know that she played tennis. All of a sudden, the hurt and humiliation of what she had done to me came back. I lost my swagger and self-confidence just by seeing her. Without being obvious, I tried to walk past the group. It worked fine until I heard one of the ladies say, "Isn't that your husband who just walked in?"
I didn't turn. There was a little mumbling going on as I handed the attendant my application form. He disappeared into a back room as I stood waiting for something unpleasant to happen. I knew that it was coming. It would have been nice to have a clever quip prepared, but my mind was blank.
"George. What are you doing here. This is for members only, you know? You are not going to try and join again are you?"
I really wanted to embarrass her, in front of her new friends, but I could not bring myself to do it.
"Hello Linda. You are looking well. Nice outfit. Is it new? I didn't know that you played tennis?"
I was babbling. I wanted to be clever and witty, but it just wasn't there. The string of stupid statements was a good indication of how nervous I was. That in itself was embarrassing.
"I am taking lessons, George. I always wanted to play tennis, but we could never afford it."
All I could do was smile.
"You really shouldn't be here, George. This is very uncomfortable for me. It is 'members only' you know."
I was still smiling as the attendant returned to the counter.
"Here you are Mister Templeton. Your membership card, locker key, and a copy of the club rules and regulations. Welcome to Liberty Keys County Club, sir."
I nodded a silent 'thank you' to him and turned to walk away. Linda was standing there with a confused look on her face. I grinned and said nothing more as I walked back through the club lobby. I wanted to turn, as I walked out the door to see what she was doing, but resisted the urge. I smiled all the way back to the office.
I took Maria to the Red Lobster for supper that evening. I had no intention of gloating, but I got great pleasure in telling her about my meeting with Linda earlier. There was no wine with the meal, because my guest had to be at work by eleven. We had a few small giggles concerning that situation.
Maria promised to join me at the club for a late lunch Sunday, after she got off her shift. I found myself hoping that we would run into Cameron and Linda.
The rest of week went smoothly until Friday. Helen, my new secretary, who was by now, aware of my marital problems, was grinning as I walked into the office. On my desk was the local newspaper and on the front page was a picture of Cameron Wright, in hand cuffs, being placed into a plain black car.
Cameron had not realized that the American Legion Posts check on their applicants to insure that no undeserving veterans sneak in. He had indeed retired from the Air Force, however, it was as a Technical Sergeant, not a Major. The fact that he wore medals that had never been awarded to him was going to cause him more grief. They called it "Stolen Valor," and it was not taken lightly. I had a strange feeling that Cameron Wright was going to rapidly lose face in his own hometown.
Helen brought me a cup of coffee and told me that it was okay to smile. That did get her a grin.
About an hour later, I got a call from the realtor informing me that the house had been sold. Closing was scheduled in two weeks. Just when I thought things couldn't get any better, my final divorce papers arrived in the mail. Good old Cameron had pulled some strings with some of his new friends and got the paperwork pushed through quicker than normal. I didn't think they were friends anymore.
The day and the week were coming to a good end. Billy stopped by to see my new office, but what he really wanted, was to tell me that Linda had moved in with him and Grace. He hadn't been home yet, so the only information that he had was what he got over the phone when Grace called him. He wasn't happy about his new houseguest, but he was tickled pink at what happened. Billy didn't give me any resistance when I took him down to the local corner bar to celebrate, as long as I was buying.
I called Maria at home before she left for work and gave her the good news; all of it. I think that she was as elated as I was.
Billy came and got me out of bed Saturday. He was able to hold his liquor better than I was. We hit Shoney's for the breakfast buffet and some much needed coffee. As we ate, I got an update on my ex-wife's situation. Her car had been re-posessed. It seems that Cameron was more than willing to make the payments for Linda, but the checks were worthless. She never even knew it until they came and got it. Apparently, he took care of everything else the same way. I don't know how long he was expecting to get away with it, but he sure did snooker a lot of people before he got caught. Grace told Linda that she could stay for one week and one week only. Linda had no idea where she was going to go or what she was going to do. What little money she had when she left the marriage, seemed to have disappeared also.
Maria was fast asleep in bed by this time, but Arman and Martin were ready and willing to try out the Liberty Keys golf course. Maria was up when we got back to the house and gave us a good lecture about having fun without her. We ordered in pizza and got a pay-for-view movie. Yes, life was good.
Maria and I had a pleasant brunch at the county club Sunday morning. I was hoping to show her off in front of Linda and Cameron, but they never showed up. There were a few glances our way and I noticed a few comments being made, but overall things were great. It was the first of many brunches to come.
Linda moved out of Billy and Grace's house, before the end of the week, to a small furnished apartment. Grace and Linda kept in touch, but they were not as close as they had been, even though they were sisters.
Robert and Glenn came home for our wedding three months later. They gave me a good teasing about my having to go out and get two new guys to replace them. The four boys hit it off and that made Maria and I both happy. Robert and Glenn never mentioned Linda. I didn't purposely avoid speaking about her, but it just never seemed to come up. I don't know if they stopped to see her before they returned to school or not.
Billy was my best man, but he was more of a witness than anything else, since it was just a civil ceremony.
Maria stopped working before the wedding. I insisted that Arman and Martin also quit, so that they could concentrate on their studies. None of them complained. Although I didn't make any money on the sale of the old house, I was still able to buy a new one with no problem.
Two months after the wedding, Maria and I were Christmas shopping at Target when we saw Linda. She was working at the Customer Service counter in the front of the store, wearing the Target uniform; khaki pants and a red shirt. It looked as if she had lost weight. She looked up and noticed that Maria and I were looking her way. We watched as she turned and went into the office behind the counter.
It was not our intent to embarrass her. She had been through enough. Maria and I left the store and did our shopping elsewhere from then on.
Cameron Wright just disappeared. After he was arrested and charged, they just took him away and we never heard anything about him again.
Robert and Glenn came home for Christmas at the new house. The big holiday surprise came when Linda arrived. Maria had invited her without telling me. It was an awkward situation for a few moments. At first, I was annoyed, but then I realized that it was a very gracious and daring move on Maria's part. The confrontation was necessary for us all to have closure. I never forgave Linda for what she did, but just knowing that she was aware of what she lost made it better.
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Elsbeth was gone again and I was alone again. Her trips to visit our daughter, Sharon, seemed had increased over the last few years. Sharon and Elsbeth got alone far better than Sharon and I did. I never could understand why. When Sharon was little, I treated her like a princess. Actually, I spoiled her silly. I guess that was my big mistake; I tried too hard. When she was about sixteen, things between us seemed to go downhill and her relationship with her mother improved. Now they were together at every opportunity. I never figured out what happened or what I did wrong.
Although I was raised in Chesterton, I never really liked the place. That is why I was living six hundred miles away. My daughter, Sharon, and her family who were still there. I had only bad memories from the old home town. My time in school was forgettable. I wasn't enough of a geek to hang with the nerds. I wasn't athletic enough to hang with the jocks and I wasn't pretty enough to hang with the in-crowd. I was one of the invisible kids.
Elsbeth, of course, was one of the popular girls who I couldn't get the time of day from. I watched her from afar, but never had any hope of getting close to her or any other girl in her group. She dated one of the jocks, Bobby Keistler, until he went out of town for college. I started at the local community college at the same time and that was where I got to meet Elsbeth.
Elsbeth was taking some sort of dietary management course and I was in a two year program to become an accountant.
I won't bore you with all the details, but a year later, when Elsbeth found out that Bobby was engaged to a girl from his college, we started dating. We were married the next year. I was too naive to realize that I was being used and too ecstatic with my good luck. Guys like me never get to marry girls like Elsbeth.
My son Rob was born soon after we wed and then my daughter, Sharon. Speaking of Rob, he now lives in Colorado. My relationship with Rob was similar to the one that I had with Sharon. I was always a good father and tried to be a friend, but things turned soft about the same time that they did with his sister. Whatever I did pissed them off, or at least turned them against me. As I mentioned before, I had no clue.
We stayed in Chesterton until both of the kids finished high school. Rob left town immediately. Sharon married her childhood sweetheart and stayed. I had a great job opportunity in Nashville and took it in a flash. Elsbeth went with me, but was kicking and screaming all the way.
Elsbeth and I had been married for about fifteen years when Bobby Keistler came back to town. He married his college sweetheart and returned home to take over his father's business. Elsbeth was both happy and unhappy about his return. I think she was glad that he was back, but not happy about his beautiful wife; and she was a beauty.
After his return, the next four years were stressful for me. The relationship between Elsbeth and myself started to deteriorate and about that time the kids both started pulling away from me. One odd thing that I remembered was that Sharon seemed to become closer to Elsbeth, but Rob was pulling away from both of us. I was an accountant. I hated things that didn't add up.
Next year, I was going to surprise Elsbeth with a trip to Italy for our twenty-fifth anniversary. The last five years in Nashville had been miserable. I thought that she would enjoy living in such an exciting city, but all she ever wanted to do was go back and see Sharon. She never mentioned going to Colorado to see Rob and his family. It almost seemed as if she was spending more time with her daughter than with her husband. The first thing that she would do when she returned home would be to start planning her next trip.
The only good part about Elsbeth's trips to Chesterton was that she never tried to get me to go along with her. I was fine with that. My parents had both moved to Florida and the only contact that I had with Chesterton was on the Internet. Every day I would log on to see if anybody died. I know that sounds a little morbid, but I got a weird kind of pleasure out of it.
It was Friday morning when I got an unexpected call from Sharon. She seldom called me and especially not when Elsbeth was with her.
"Dad. We have a small problem. Mom fell and broke her ankle."
"Oh shit. How did that happen? Is she Okay?"
"She is fine, dad. She tripped over the dog last night and her ankle broke when she landed. You don't have to worry or rush up here or anything. Mom is going to stay with us until the doctor says that it is all right for her to travel. I will drive her home and fly back."
"Okay. If you say so. How long do you figure that this will take?"
"Probably two to three weeks or so. She is sedated right now, but I'll have her call you when the medication wears off."
"Are you sure you don't need anything? How are you going to pay the doctor's bills?"
"Our insurance is going to cover it. Everything is fine. Don't worry."
Sharon hung up and I sat there for a long time in deep thought. Something didn't feel right, but I couldn't lay my finger on it. I sat down in front of the computer with a hot cup of coffee and started to check the obits. All of the dead people were strangers as usual. For some reason, instead of closing out the obituary page, I clicked over to the local news. Funny how your life can change with one little key tap.
The headline read; "Local man dies in home fire."
The story was even more interesting. Robert Keistler died in an early morning fire which appeared to have been started by a malfunctioning space heater. Mister Keistler died in his bedroom from carbon monoxide, caused by the fire. Another occupant suffered a broken ankle when she jumped off of the second story porch roof. The injured party was taken to the Community General Hospital by the Keystone Rescue Unit. I thought that it was interesting that they did not mention the other occupant's name, but did indicate that she was a female. The rest of the article was generic background information about Bobby. It did happen to mention that his wife, Audrey, died of ovarian cancer about four years ago.
It took less than a minute to get a phone number for the Keystone Rescue Unit.
"Hello. This is James Pearson. I understand that my wife was injured last night and that you guys helped her out. I wanted to find out how much we owe you and how I can make arrangements to pay for the service."
It was a long shot. Hell, I might even be wrong, but what did I have to lose. I figured that they would be more than willing to provide me information since I was looking to pay.
"I assume that you are referring to Elsbeth Pearson, is that correct?"
"Yeah, that's right. How much do I owe you and where can I mail the check, or do you take credit cards?"
"Mister Pearson, it looks like you are off the hook. The bill has already been paid in full by Sharon Dietrich."
"That's my daughter-in-law. I assume that we are all good then?"
"That is right. Thanks for calling and I am glad that we could be of assistance."
That pretty well verified the conspiracy that was going on between my wife and my daughter. All the trips back and forth were just so that Elsbeth and Bobby could be together. The fact that my daughter seemed to know about it and consented to it was even more painful. I would be hard-pressed to forgive her. I had no idea how long Elsbeth had been seeing Keistler, but I was guessing that it started shortly after his wife had died. That was just about the time we moved to Nashville.
The coffee was replaced with a cold beer. I had to think. Things still didn't add up. Sharon and Elsbeth had started this weird bonding thing way before we moved to Tennessee. I was missing something. Rob would be home from work in about two hours. We hadn't talked too much over the past few years, but I felt a need to feel him out a little. Maybe he could help fill in a few empty spaces.
I never finished that longneck. It had turned warm on me by the next time I took a swig. I really didn't need a beer right now. I sat for two hours and contemplated my marriage. As marriages go, it seemed to be pretty shitty. Of course, the only things that I had to compare it with was my parents and what I saw on TV.
Elsbeth kept a good house and she was a fair cook. She never refused me sex, but for the last few years I wasn't that interested. It wasn't the physical part, but the personal relationship that was supposed to go with it. I still wanted and needed sex, but I was no longer sexually attracted to Elsbeth. We never seemed to be connected and now I understand why. I didn't look upon her infidelity as a disaster, but more as an opportunity. Her affair made it easier to understand why we drifted apart.
Now that Bobby was dead, I was a little confused about why she didn't want to get home as soon as possible. I decided that she had figured out that the longer she waited the less chance I would have to connect the dots. The longer that she could keep me from finding out that she broke her ankle at the same time that Bobby died, the better chance that she had to hide it.
It was time to call Colorado.
"Rob. It's dad. Hey look, I am sorry to bother you, but I was hoping that you could help me with a few quick questions?"
"Sure, dad. What was it you needed to know?" He didn't sound too enthusiastic.
"Rob, a few years back, when you and Sharon were younger, we seemed to get along a lot better. All of a sudden, things seemed to turn a little sour. I was never able to figure out what happened that caused you two to change. Is there anything that you can share with me? I really would like to know."
I heard an exasperated sigh at the other end. "I don't know, dad. I guess we all just drifted apart. Sharon and I were getting into those rambunctious years you know."
I could see that this was going to be a wasted phone call, so I decided that I might as well end it and start looking for answers elsewhere.
"Okay, Rob. If that is all you have I'll let it go. I just found out that your mother is cheating on me and has been for several years. I was just wondering if that had something to do with the family difficulties."
"I don't understand."
"It's not difficult, Rob. Infidelity, cheating, breaking of the marital vows. It shouldn't be too difficult to comprehend."
"No. Not that, dad. You said that you just found out. What does that mean?"
"That is pretty simple too. I just discovered this morning that your mother has been having sex with an old boyfriend for several years."
"Oh, shit. That little bitch. She set me up."
"Do you want to explain that?"
"It happened years ago when we were still in high school. Sharon and I came home early one day and found mom having sex with a guy in your bedroom. I stormed out of the house, but mom stopped Sharon and talked to her. Later, I told Sharon that we had to tell you as soon as you got home and she said that we couldn't."
"Why would she do that?"
"Sharon told me that mom told her, that you were no longer able to meet your marital obligations in the bedroom so you had arranged for her to met with that guy to do the job for you."
"Sharon said that mom said that?"
"Right. I know that it seems a little far-fetched now, but Sharon insisted that we couldn't tell you because if you found out that we knew, you would be humiliated."
"So that is why you didn't say anything?"
"Of course. I didn't know who I was more pissed off at; you or mom. Now I think that Sharon might have been part of this also."
"You kept quiet for two years until you could leave?'
"Yeah. Sounds pretty stupid, now that I think about it."
"Hey. If you want to see stupid, look at me. It had to have been going on for almost ten years before I found out. I am the stupid one."
"Dad, how did you find out about this?"
"Your mother was sleeping at his house when it caught fire. He died in the accident and your mother broke her ankle jumping out of a window."
"How did you find out about that?"
"It's a little complicated. Let's just say that everything seems to be coming clear now."
"I'm sorry, dad. I didn't know."
"Don't worry about it. You can make it up to me later. By the way, don't call you sister or let her know that I know. I think she is in on all of this with your mother."
"I am sure that she is. Let me know what I can do to help. I owe you big time."
I had no intention of confronting my wife about any of this. I would do what I had to do and move on. One thing that I realized very quickly was that there would be no divorce. I absolutely refused to give her half of everything just because the state said that I had to. There was no advantage to being divorced, especially if I was living overseas.
I decided that it was better not to bother Elsbeth during her time of mourning; she had lost her lover. It would have been insensitive for me to encroach upon her emotions at this time. I snickered a little to myself as I had these thoughts. I did, however, spend the time getting all my finances together. It took less than a week to finalize everything. The only one that was going to get stuck, was the bank that held the mortgage on the house. I attempted to sign a quick claim deed for them to make the repossession easier for them. They refused and insisted that I uphold my obligation or they would take me to court. I just smiled and walked out of the door. Knowing that my credit was going to be ruined did not seem to bother me at all; in fact, I found it to be a little humorous. It was amazing how much money you can get together when you put your mind to it. I had over 480 thousand dollars to take with me.
I had not heard from Sharon or Elsbeth for a week. I found that their deliberate efforts to avoid me strengthened my resolve. I had my passport and enough money to live comfortably for at least twenty years. After that, I would have to rely on my Social Security benefits, which I would still be eligible to draw, or the generosity of rich women. Of course the second part of that theory was just wishful thinking.
I had no trouble finding a small apartment in Cagliari, Sardinia. It wasn't close to downtown, but that was not important to me. I had plenty of small shops and restaurants within walking distance. I didn't speak any Italian, but I also didn't seem to have any problem getting along. I was sure that over time, things would become easier. I had no idea what made me choose Sardinia, but was glad that I made the choice. After opening a bank account, I applied for my residence permit and then got a mail box at one of the shops nearby. Unfortunately, I had felt the need to have a few ties to the states. The biggest obligation that I still had over my shoulders was that last year's Income Tax. I could not jeopardized my pending Social Security by having outstanding taxes due. That one pang of conscience and insecurity was going to cause a problem for me later.
Things were great for about six months. I was able to collect all the tax information that I needed and file on time. I was relieved that the IRS cashed my check drawn on an Italian bank. Life was good. The shopkeepers and waiters all knew my name and my preferences. I got a small laptop computer and made good use of the free local WiFi services. I learned to play dominoes and Bocce. I no longer had a need for my rented mailbox, but did not cancel it. I figured I would just wait until the end of the year and let the lease expire. It was close by the apartment, so it was easy to check once a week or so.
It was a bright spring day and the Piazza was crowded. I entered the mail drop shop to do my weekly check when I heard her.
"Hello, James. You are a hard man to find."
Elsbeth looked good, but a little older and a little tired.
I smiled at my wife. I didn't want to be rude, but I also didn't want her to think that I was glad to see her. It was a difficult situation that I had not anticipated or planned for.
"You look well. I see that your ankle has healed."
It was trite and I know that it sounded unnatural and insincere. As we walked out of the shop, I glanced across the Piazza and saw Sharon about 100 yards across the square. She had on a floppy hat and sunglasses, like a ridiculous cliché from a 60's movie.
There was a small cafe a few feet away. We took a table in the warm sun near the front door. "Would you like some coffee? Cream and no sugar, right?"
Elsbeth gave me a small smile and a nod as she sat down. She seemed to be relieved that she had gotten a response from me at all. I don't know what she was expecting. I ducked into the shop to place the order, but instead I walked straight towards the back. The owner and I were on fairly good terms by this time and he seemed to notice that something was going on. I smiled and motioned to the table outside where Elsbeth was sitting. He looked, smiled back, and nodded as I ducked out the back door.
A few minutes later, I was on the second floor balcony of one of my favorite restaurants discreetly looking over the square. No one would notice me unless they were looking up.
She waiting patiently for a long time, but finally got up and went inside. I couldn't tell for sure, but I think she was crying when she came back out. Sharon rushed over to her and there was a small, emotional conversation. I waited a few more minutes and went back to the apartment. They knew about the mail drop, but there was no way they could know about where I lived.
I watched for the next three days as they came back to the Piazza. Twice a day they sat and waited and then it stopped. I was relieved that I had avoided the confrontation, but worried about the future. I guess that some people would think that I was a coward for not wanting to talk to her. I didn't feel that way. In addition to the money, there were two things that she might have wanted. One was reconciliation and the other was closure; I was determined to give her neither and I knew damn well that there would never be any financial arrangements made.
I am now in Bastia, Corsica. Although it is French, the neighborhood that I am living in is mostly Italian. I liked it in Sardinia, but did not feel comfortable there anymore. I am pleased with myself, because I have adapted my life style to the point where my money will last a lot longer. I am finding new interests every day and a few of the local ladies are starting to get friendly. Yes, I am still married, but I figured that I had a few years of free passes coming. I am getting old, but I am not dead.
Rob knows where I am at. He and his family are planning a vacation to the Mediterranean next summer, and I am looking forward to it.
Epilogue: Rob and his family spent Christmas with Elsbeth at Sharon's house. Things got a little hot when Rob confronted his sister about the deception. Sharon's husband, Mark, listened to the argument with great interest, and six months later he divorced my daughter. I wonder why? Elsbeth never filed for divorce. I guess she is waiting for me to come back. Rob was more than happy to give me the update on his visit.
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He wasn't at all what I envisioned a police detective to be like. He certainly wasn't that big or impressive and he sweated a lot. Every time I saw him he had a bag of corn nuts in his hand and was eating them one at a time. He wasn't unfriendly or intimidating, but he was hard to warm up to.
"Mister Fromuth. We can't let you got until tomorrow morning. There is nobody around on a Sunday evening to do the paperwork." Samuel Greene was trying to be professional and friendly at the same time. It didn't work.
I had been sitting in a holding cell for three days, and now he tells me I have to stay another night. The whole thing was a convoluted mess. I never should have been here in the first place. I guess they were anxious to pin the murder on somebody. Unfortunately, I wasn't good enough for them.
All I could do was look across the table at him and shrug my shoulders. Hell, I didn't really want to get out anyhow. I was disappointed when they told me that I wasn't going to be charged. The bastards were sending me home. I was being returned to my wife and my family. Returned? Returned?
No Deposit/No Return. I felt like an old soda bottle.
"The good news is that you get to order your supper tonight from Steak-Out. The money comes from a different fund now. You can order anything that you like."
I gave him a weak smile. "Sam. Will you be here in the morning?"
"Sure. Why?"
"Well I was hoping that you could give me a little help with this release thing."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, I am going to be totally free, right?"
"Yeah. No strings attached."
"Is there some way that you can let me go without turning me over to my family?"
When Sam Greene laughed, little beads of sweat bounced off of his forehead. "You mean that you want to sneak out the back?"
After I nodded, he shook his head. "She really hurt you didn't she?" I nodded again.
"I'll tell you what, John. You figure out what you want and I'll figure out a way to help you get it. Is that okay?"
I had a chicken dinner that night and was the envy of all my fellow guests. After killing a fried apple pie, I spent the rest of the evening rehashing in my head what had happened and trying to plan for my future. The rehashing seemed to work fine, but I had no idea what my plans were going to be.
I worked at the Northeast Regional Ace Hardware Distribution Center. I spent my whole day loading and unloading trucks. It wasn't real demanding, but I enjoyed it and the pay was adequate. I kept my family fed and raised two fine boys on that salary. Todd was sixteen and Jeremy was a year younger. My marriage and my life was great up until three days ago, when I was arrested.
The arrest was pretty clean and straight forward, but when I found out the circumstances surrounding the arrest, things got complicated. Actually, I complicated them on purpose. However, that was not my intent at the time.
I was in the warehouse doing my normal job at my normal shift time when the police arrived. My supervisor pointed me out and I was immediately handcuffed and led out to a Black and White. This was all in front of my fellow workers. By the time that I reached the patrol car, everybody in the building was aware of what was going on. Of course, I had no idea. Being a law abiding citizen, I followed orders like a little puppy dog and didn't ask any questions.
That was when I first met Sam Greene. He was a little stern at first; no nonsense all the way. By the end of the day, his demeanor started to change.
We went through a couple of minutes of interview formalities before things started to get interesting.
Sam Greene was quite interested in where I was all morning. He didn't seem too happy when I assured him that fifteen men could verify that I had never left the warehouse. I was trying to be polite and cooperative until he dropped the bomb on me.
"Do you know a man named Thomas Esterly?"
"He is not a friend of mine, but I do know him. Why?"
"He was killed this morning at eleven o'clock in the Holiday Inn parking lot. His car blew up."
"Why am I being questioned about something that happened to Thomas Esterly? I haven't seen the guy in over fifteen years."
"What was your relationship with Mister Esterly?"
"There was none. He was an old friend of my wife's before I met her. I met him a few times, but never on a social basis."
"What was the relationship between Mister Esterly and your wife?"
"Detective Greene, you are starting to piss me off. Laura and Tom Esterly were a couple for a few years. I met her about six months after they broke up. I never questioned her about her relationship with him. I suggest that you talk to her."
"We already did that Mister Fromuth. We talked with her for two hours earlier today."
"Why?"
"You wife was with Mister Esterly just before he was killed. She was at the crime scene when we arrived."
All of a sudden I didn't like the way the conversation was going. I had a good marriage. My life was perfect. Laura had never given me cause to think otherwise. Of course, it might have been my fault, because I wasn't looking for anything. That was because I had never suspected anything. Tick-Tock. Tick-Tock. My brain was working at last and I didn't like the conclusions that I was coming up with.
Since I had not responded, he started talking again.
"The security cameras at the Holiday Inn show Mister Esterly and your wife going into room 311 at 9:45 and coming back out at 12: 30. Your wife returned to her car and Mister Esterly to his. When Mister Esterly attempted to start his Mercedes, it exploded. Your wife was far enough away so that she wasn't hurt."
"Can I have a cup of coffee?"
He seemed a little annoyed at my request. I interrupted his concentration flow. I needed a short break to clear my head. I just found out that my wife of eighteen years was unfaithful. My whole life was built around her and the children that I had had with her. Everything was falling apart. No, I hadn't killed Thomas Esterly, but I sure wish that I had. The rest of his questions would be superfluous.
Sam Greene left the room for a moment and came back with cups of black coffee from a machine. It was crap, but I needed a moment to think, so I sipped at it for a while.
"Detective Greene, can I assume that my wife has verified all this information or did she have some kind of alternative explanation?"
"No, Mister Fromuth. There was no other explanation. We showed her the evidence and she collaborated all of it. She met Mister Esterly and they did indeed spent well over two hours in room 311, together."
"I know that this is not a part of your investigation, but was this the first time that they had met or had they been together before this?"
"Mrs. Fromuth did indicate that she and Mister Esterly had been meeting monthly for at least three years. She had no idea who would have wanted Mister Esterly killed. Of course you understand why you are our primary suspect?"
I finished the coffee in one last gulp. My body seemed to shiver at its' bitterness. At the moment, it suited my mood.
"Why would she admit all of this?"
"Honestly. I think she was scared to death. It seemed that they usually arrived in the same car. Today she had to do some type of shopping, so she decided to meet him there. If they had followed their normal routine, your wife would be dead also. I think that she knew that."
"Well, I guess I better tell you everything so that you can wrap this up."
"What do you mean?"
"It was me. I parked my truck in the back of the warehouse and snuck out without anyone seeing me. I placed the bomb under Esterly's car and then returned to work. I was gone less than thirty minutes, so nobody even missed me."
"Are you willing to sign a statement attesting to that?"
"Of course."
An hour later, I was settled into my own private cell. Most of the other guests had to share, but killers got the private rooms.
So why would I do such a stupid thing? It was simple really. I was a quiet guy, but I was proud. How I felt about myself was important to me. Of course that meant that how other people felt about me was important also. This situation had changed all of that in a flash.
It was evident to me now that my wife did not hold me in very high esteem. I believed Detective Greene when he said that Laura had been having an affair with Thomas Esterly for three years. Not because of some information that I had, but just because she would not have made up something like that for any reason and neither would he. Not only did I not want to live with her anymore, I didn't even want to see her. I was sure that she would have a logical explanation for everything, but I didn't want to hear it. The best way to avoid her would be to go to prison.
My relationship with my two sons had always been great. I never did anything that would embarrass them or make them feel that I was not a great father. Right now, I did not feel like a great father. I was a cuckold. My wife, their mother, had openly admitted to sleeping with another man. There is no way that this information would not get to them. I realized that there was no way that I could look at my sons and hold my head in the air after this happened. She humiliated me in front of my boys. She took away my manhood in front of my children. How could I face them without feeling as if I let them down? My best course of action was to announce to the world that when I found out what was going on, I took action to stop it. I killed the son-of-a-bitch that ruined my marriage. That way my sons could at least have some pride about how their father handled the situation. In reality, I wished that I had actually done it, but it would be better than nothing if I could at least get the credit for it. As it was, I did not want to face my sons any more than my wife.
There was no way that I could go back to work. I played cards and bowled with all these guys. If they knew that my wife had been stepping out on me for three years, I would never live it down. The humiliation that I would have to endure would be more than I could stand. So there was no way that I could return to Ace Hardware.
The situation with my family would be exactly the same. I didn't want to confront any of them. There was no explanation for what Laura did to me that would not make me look like a wimp. My only hope was to go to jail and forget all of them.
The plan was to avoid a trial by accepting a plea. According to the movies and TV, they always offer you a plea to save the expense and trouble of a trial. All I had to do now was wait for the arraignment.
I didn't care what happened to me, but I refused to stand and face a bunch of people that I knew and look like a cuckold loser.
One of the nicest things about my incarceration was that I could refuse visitors. I was more or less forced to talk to the public defender who was assigned to me, but I refused to see my wife or my brother, Will. Other than my lawyer, I spent most of Friday alone. They gave me a newspaper and the stories of Thomas Esterly's demise were all inclusive. I was named as the alleged killer and Laura was clearly identified as the Holiday Inn whore. My sons must be so proud.
It appeared that Esterly had made himself a small fortune in the real estate market and had also married well.
Sam Greene stopped by after the supper meal.
"John, I have one quick question and then I'll let you go. Where did you get the black powder that you used to make the bomb with?"
"There was a gun show at the Lancaster Fair Grounds last summer. I got two cans of it there, but I don't have a receipt."
I knew something was up as soon as I answered him. There was a big smile on his face as he walked out of the cell area. I am not sure, but I thought I saw him wink. I thought the answer was pretty good, because the boys and I had actually gone to that gun show.
Saturday started off slow. After lunch, two guys from the Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms office in Washington showed up. I didn't like them and refused to talk with them unless my lawyer was present. It was the weekend and they couldn't find my public defender anywhere. They left after a few hours, but they didn't seem to be too devastated. The rest of the day was uneventful except for a very short visit from Sam Greene. He just looked in and asked me if I was okay. I nodded in the affirmative and he smiled again and left.
Sunday afternoon Sam came back and we spent some quality time together. That was when everything came crashing down.
"John. It took us a couple of days, but we finally put all of the pieces together. I didn't appreciate the way that you tried to mislead us, but I understand why."
I sat quietly, waiting for him to say more.
"The ATF boys were able to figure out everything about the bomb that killed Thomas Esterly. They were even able to identify the guy who probably had built the bomb, and they were right. It was C4, John, not black powder. Yesterday evening, they picked up the professional bomber who built it, named Frank Donato, in Philadelphia. Phone records indicated that he had been in touch with Silvia Esterly, Tom's wife, thirteen times in the last few weeks. Silvia Esterly withdrew twenty-five thousand dollars from her bank account last Wednesday. She refused to say what she did with it."
Well that pretty much killed my plan. I sat and listened for the next hour as Sam Greene outlined everything that happened. Laura would have been collateral damage. Silvia Esterly would have been just as happy if Laura had been in the car with her husband.
And then it was all over. I was waiting for Monday so that I could be returned. No Deposit/No Return. That damn phrase kept echoing through my head like an Amy Winehouse song. A jail term would have left me with a smidgen of dignity. Now I had none. I was being release to a cheating wife, two sons, who I was sure lost total respect for me, and a job that I was too embarrassed to return to. I could no longer face my family or my friends. The sad part was that I had nothing to do with any of it. I was the victim. No Deposit/No Return. What the hell did that mean anyway?
Sam was a man of his word. I could see Laura, Todd and Jeremy in the lobby as I was checking out. Sam took me aside and we left by the garage entrance. He had waited until the banks would be open so that I could get some cash. I left what was in the checking account, but took twenty-two thousand dollars that we were saving for the new house. My new detective buddy then drove to the Ace Warehouse so I could pick up my truck.
Sam and I shook hands. I had my truck and a few bucks. I decided that there was nothing at the house that I couldn't live without. He went back to face my wife and kids while I hit the highway south.
My first stop was in Knoxville. After a nice supper and a cold beer, I turned on my cell phone. I had thirteen messages from Laura which I deleted, and then called Todd.
"Dad. Is that you? Where the hell are you?"
"I'm okay. Are you alone? Can you talk?"
"Yeah. Mom is in the bedroom. She has been there all day. Jeremy is here with me."
"I am sorry son, but after what happened, I just couldn't force myself to come home. I hate to have to leave you guys, but you are both pretty grown up and I think that you can handle it."
"We are fine, dad. Mom is a wreck, but she is not getting a whole lot of sympathy from anyone, including us."
"You guys are going to have to take care of things for a couple years. I'll send some money as soon as I can."
We talked for a few more minutes. Things with my sons were not as bad as I had anticipated. It seems as if they were on my side even though I took off. I slept better that night than I had expected.
I was in Huntsville by noon the next day. I rented a small mobile home and had a warehousing job through a temp agency the next day. By the end of the next week, I was offered a steady job. I was over-qualified and underpaid, but it appeared to be steady work and the future prospects looked good.
I was getting things set up so that I could begin sending money home for the boys. It all came to a halt when Todd called. Todd and Jeremy had moved out of the house and were now living with my parents. Jeremy and Laura had an exchange of words that ended up with Jeremy getting slapped repeatedly by his mother. He defended himself, but did not strike her back. Todd very carefully explained that it was not Laura's fault. Laura was trying to convince the boys that what she did was justified in some fashion. Todd did his best to keep his temper, but Jeremy blew up. It appears that he called his mother every name that I had wanted to. Eventually, he reached the point where Laura could not take it anymore.
In a fit of anger, Laura screamed that they should have just left with their spineless father. Todd and Jeremy moved out the next morning.
Two days later, my dad arrived in Huntsville with my two sons. I had no trouble trading my small rented mobile home for a larger one. Dad stayed for a couple of days and then went back home.
Todd had the presence of mind to pick up their school records before they left, so there were no problems getting them started locally. The biggest difficulty was getting the two of them to decide on what kind of car they were going to get. I think Todd won out because Jeremy didn't have his license yet. We never heard from Laura. She never contacted my parents either.
Over the next year, I got two nice promotions with raises. We moved from the trailer into a small rental house. Todd had a girlfriend and a part-time job. Jeremy had his driver's license and a car on jacks in the back yard. We shared the housekeeping jobs, but I got stuck with the cooking.
I was at work when I received the divorce papers. I never got an explanation or an apology. I really didn't want one.
I would love to tell you what dreadful things happened to Laura, but I can't. She was gone from my life and I had no intention of letting her back in. I am sure that she is sitting in a comfortable chair or bar stool someplace wishing me good riddance. Just thinking about it, brings a smile to my face.
Sorry Laura. You lose. No Deposit/No Return.
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There was no doubt that I was going to miss my hobby-bench more than anything else. It was my sanctuary. The place that I could always come to when my soul needed healing. There was nothing wrong with my soul, it just seems like an interesting way to indicate that there was a degree of unhappiness in my life. Somewhere along the line, things fell apart. There was no specific time that I can pinpoint, because it came so gradually.
I am pretty handy about the house. I can fix almost anything. I hate to call in a repair man to do a simple task and pay him almost a whole day of my wages for a couple of hours of his time. Most of the time they do a shitty job anyhow. What I can't fix is my marriage.
The best way that I can explain it is to compare it to a fine piece of china. You can glue a broken plate back together, but it is never like the original. Once the marriage is broken, it can be repaired, but never returned to its original condition. I didn't want a repaired, broken plate.
After eighteen years of marriage, my wife, Tracey, decided that she wanted to experience other men; well at least one that I know about. By the time that I found out, it was too late to keep the plate from getting broken.
Being a little slow when it comes to relationships, I had assumed that things were fine. We married right out of high school and immediately had a daughter named Carly. Complications meant that there would be no more, but we were happy with what we had.
My job, as an auto body man, paid well, but there was no real future to it. I could always open up my own shop, but I never had a desire to own a business. Things were fine as long as the money was adequate. Tracey spent the evening taking night classes at the local community college. She was a little more ambitious than I was; actually a lot more ambitious.
When Carly started school, Tracey started to work. The extra money was nice and her job never seemed to affect our family life, except for the better.
With two incomes we were able to scrape up enough money to buy a small house. It was in a nice neighborhood and there was never any desire to move up to a bigger or better place. Everyone seemed happy for years.
Tracey never wasted money on frivolous things. She did dress and groom well, but always watched what she spent. My wardrobe expenses were usually limited to jeans and flannel shirts. She cleaned up well, but I always looked a little unkempt. I guess it was my bushy eyebrows and long hair. I wore my hair in a pony tail. I wasn't a want-to-be hippy or biker, I just liked my hair that way. Nobody ever teased me about it, because I had enough body bulk to intimidate them if necessary. There was only one downside to my grooming habits; sometimes I felt that Tracey was a little embarrassed when we went out. She never said anything, but I always felt it.
As Carly grew, Tracey started to spend more time at work. She was becoming quite the expert on the insurance claims business. She enjoyed her work because she was good at it. It wasn't long until she was bringing home more money than I was. I noticed it, but neither of us ever commented on it.
By the time Carly was in high school, Tracey had evolved into a sophisticated business woman. She was spending more money or clothing, but her income justified the extra expense. The trips to the beauty salon became more frequent as her status grew. She joined a local gym and spent several nights a week working out. She was turning into a well kept, attractive woman, and I was still a grungy, hairy embarrassment.
I guess the next step in the progression of our marriage was inevitable.
Over the years, my relationship with Carly grew. I was spending more time with her than her mother was and we developed a strong bond. Tracey was either at work or working at home. Family time seemed to go down as fast as Tracey's career went up.
Our personal time also went downhill. She was always too tired and I got the feeling that I was no longer the man that she used to dream about spending the rest of her life with.
I grew up in a public housing project. My mother was a single parent that raised my brother Robert and I by working as a waitress. It was hard for her, and we didn't make it any easier. We were constantly in trouble because that was the nature of life in the projects. A lot of my character traits came with me when I got married. I was rash and quick-tempered which landed me in juvenile hall a few too many times. Tracey was aware of the problem, but since we were married, I had kept it under control. I actually became a little placid.
As Tracey and I drifted apart, I started to spend more time in my basement hobby shop. It was a dank little hole, but I found tranquility there. I was upset about how my marriage was going, but had no idea what to do. I tried all the usual things like flowers and gifts. We would go out to eat at least once a week. I picked expensive places and got the good wine. Nothing seemed to work, so I crawled into my little hole at every chance that I got.
Carly was still the bright spot in my life, but I felt that I was letting her down also. I was defective as a father and a husband. Was it self induced or did Tracey impose those feelings on me? She loved me. She would never do that.
To keep my mind off of my shortcomings, I would sit for hours and make little electronic do-dads. They were gadgets that I could buy anywhere for next to nothing, but that were more fun if I made them myself. My first project was a fake video surveillance camera that moved back and forth and had a little flashing red light. It didn't do a damn thing, but I had fun making it. I know I could have bought the same thing for a couple of bucks, but there was no fun in that.
I made Carly a small panic button key chain. She never had to use it, but she let me know that she appreciated having it. As I got more experience the projects got a little more elaborate, but I never got to the point where I could be considered anything more that a tinkerer.
On weekends, Carly and I would visit yard sales and flea markets. She got retro clothes and I got old electronic and remote control toys. Tracey stayed at home.
It was two months ago when I started getting the feeling that Tracey was cheating. It didn't take me long at all to verify it. One of the men that she worked with, Todd Witcomb, was taking her to his apartment every Tuesday and Thursday for two hour lunches. I guess they could have been playing Scrabble or something like that, but I think we all know better. He was a good looking guy and drove a nice car. I had to assume that he was also articulate, well-educated, and good in the sack. I found it interesting that Tracey had not taken any great pains to hide this relationship. I didn't know if it was because she felt complacent or if she just didn't give a shit. The plate was broken. It couldn't be repaired. At this point I decided that something had to be done.
I spent the whole day getting things ready for my departure. Carly was starting college in three weeks. Everything was paid up for the first two semesters. I would miss her, but I felt that it was time to cut the apron strings. I took half of the savings account. I didn't bother doing anything about any of the other money matters. I didn't care. All I needed was enough to get away and get started over.
Filing for a divorce was too complicated and would not accomplish anything as far as I was concerned. I did have my lawyer draw up a power of attorney so that Tracey could sell the house. I also had papers prepared to sue Todd Witcomb and to sue Continental Memorial Insurance, since they both worked there. I didn't have much hope for either of them, but the lawyer was willing to try anything for a possible percentage. I told him to have at it.
I spent the most part of the evening working on my special alarm key chain. It was no longer a key chain, but it did have a quite loud alarm for such a little thing. It required a little modification to get it where I wanted it. First, I upped the battery to nine volts. This would make it louder and last longer. I rigged it up so that I could turn it on remotely and so that it could not be turned off. That little sucker would intermittently beep away until the battery died, or was killed. The whole thing fit into a three inch long piece of PVC plastic that had twenty holes drilled into it. A small antenna wire protruded out of one of the holes. When it was done, I fastened two PVC caps on each end and painted it flat black with BBQ paint. I don't know why I decided to paint it, but it did look a little sinister. If everything went as planned, the only way that it could be stopped would be to drop it into a toilet, or some other water. I tried making it water tight, but it muffled the sound too much.
Tracey had been in bed for a while now. It was no trouble at all for me to slide my homemade gadget into the lining of her purse, through a small hole that I made in one of the side pockets. I figured it would take at least five minutes for somebody to figure out where it was and then get it out of the bottom of the purse. That was long enough. All I was trying to do was piss her off before I left. I checked my work carefully and decided that there was no way that she would notice it.
I spent the next few hours loading things that I wanted into my truck. I picked up my body shop tools that afternoon along with my final check. I could get my clothing in the morning, after Tracey left for work. Everything was ready. I crashed on the sofa for the night.
"Daniel. Are you going to work today or you going to sleep all morning?" The sun had come up and my wife was dressed and ready for work.
"Sorry, dear. I got tied up working on a little project last night. I decided to just catch a few hours here."
"Are you going to eat anything?"
"I'll just have some coffee and an English Muffin.'."
"Okay. I'm going now. Rinse off your dishes before you leave."
She looked good, like she always did. I was going to miss her; at least for a while.
Tracey pulled out of the driveway and I grabbed some trash bags and headed for the bed room. It took less than five minutes to grab all the clothing that I needed or wanted. That was as far as I got.
"Dad, What the hell are you doing?"
"Carly? Aren't you supposed to be at school?"
"I already met all my curriculum requirements. Don't avoid my question."
I put the bags on the floor and looked at my daughter.
"Do you want some coffee?"
Carly managed a small laugh as we walked into the kitchen.
"You figured it out. Didn't you dad?"
I put the cup in front of her and tried to act cool. "Figured what out?"
"You finally figured out that mom was cheating on you?"
"What do you mean, 'finally'?"
"She has been meeting with this jerk for over six months now. Why did you wait until now to do something?"
"I only found out about two months ago."
"Damn it, Dad. It is not like she was hiding it or anything."
"I was blindsided. I wasn't expecting it so I wasn't looking for it. By the time I figured it out, it was too late."
"Too late for what?"
"I don't know. I guess too late to stop it."
"Dad, you can stop it, but you can't undo it."
"I know. I know. That's why I am leaving."
"Did you talk to her?"
"No. Did you?"
"Yeah. About two months ago. I asked her why she was doing it and she just looked at me and told me that I would understand in about ten years."
"She didn't give you any type of explanation?"
"Nothing. I got the feeling that she was annoyed with me for even asking."
"Apparently, she wasn't worried that you would tell me, because she kept seeing him."
"For some dumb reason, I think she wanted to get caught."
"I was thinking the same thing. But why?"
We sat quietly for a few moments.
"Do you know where you will be going?"
"No."
"What are you going to do?"
"Pound metal, I guess. I don't know anything else."
"Are you getting a divorce?"
"No. I'll let your mother take care of that."
"Is there anything I can do to help?"
"Watch over her until you leave for college. I trust that you will be all right. I tried to take care of everything that I could ahead of time."
"I am fine, Dad. You look after yourself."
I picked up the cups and put them in the sink. I never did make that English Muffin.
"What are you doing with your boat and stuff?"
"Do you remember my friend Felix from the project?"
"Yeah. Are you still seeing him? I thought he was bad news."
"He is. Felix is about the only guy around that I trust. I need him to help me with a few things. He is going to take care of my boat for me."
"You mean you are giving him the boat?"
When I smiled, she smiled back. I loved my daughter.
Twenty minutes later, I was hooking the boat up to the truck. When I got the boat, I was hoping that it was something that the family could enjoy together. Unfortunately, it was not Tracey's cup of tea. She hated the boat and the water. Carly and I went by ourselves a few times, but it wasn't the same. After that, the boat just sat by the garage. I would not miss it.
I had a few shotguns and a deer rifle that my dad gave me before he moved to Florida. Felix would get more use out of them than I would, even though he didn't hunt. I piled all of my Snap-On and power tools into the back of the boat. Mister Handyman had retired.
Felix was barely awake when I got to his place. He had two mixed breed girls living with him, but it became quickly evident that they were not morning people. Felix got us a couple of early morning beers and the girls when back to bed.
When I was fifteen, Felix and I broke into a golf course, maintenance shed. The sprinkler system for all eighteen holes was old and had been done in copper. The maintenance shed had bins full of copper fittings necessary to maintain the system. I decided that a lot of money could be made by reselling the copper and Felix was more than eager to join with me. Needless to say, we got caught, or at least I did. Felix got away. The cops knew that there were two of us, but I always insisted that it was only me. I got two years probation for being dumb, but made a life-long friend, because I kept my mouth shut.
Felix was as white as I was, but insisted in talking as if he was from the ghetto instead of the projects. There was not much difference, but Felix had to get by in a different environment than I did. He adapted to his world and I couldn't fault him for that.
"Danny. What the hell are you doing dragging that boat around? Are we going fishing?" He smiled and took a big swig from the long neck.
"It's a present. A present for my best buddy."
"You must be talking about me. You ain't got no other friends." The smiles turned to a little laugh.
"Felix. I am leaving town for awhile and I need you to take care of my stuff while I am gone."
"Are you coming back?"
"Probably not."
"Then I presume you will be leaving me the title also."
He laughed again when I slid the boat and trailer title across the kitchen table and then shook his head.
"You're serious, man." He paused. "I can't buy your boat, Danny. You can get good bucks for it, just about anywhere."
"It's a trade Felix. I am not selling it to you. I need you to do something for me, or should I say, have something done for me."
His smile got bigger. "Danny. Who the hell do you want killed? You know I will do anything for you."
Now I was smiling. "Not killed, Felix. I just want him to spend a little time in the emergency room or the Recovery Ward at one of the Hospitals. Don't kill him. Maim him, cripple him, or just hurt him, but don't kill him."
"That is a lot of boat for such a little thing."
"Well, if you can, I would like you to do it every six weeks for six months, or till he leaves town. Whichever comes first."
"Damn man. What the hell did this guy do? Did he take Tracey from you?" As soon as the words left his mouth, he realized that he made a mistake.
"I am sorry, Danny. That was my bad. I never did know when to keep my mouth shut." He got up and pulled two more beers from the frig.
I pushed a 3X5 card across to him with the name, address and license number of Todd Witcomb.
"Wait a couple of weeks, okay?"
He looked at the card and then nodded towards the door.
The power tools and guns were gravy that he had not expected. He took them inside the house while I unhooked the boat. We talked for a few more minutes and then parted ways. I could trust Felix. A year ago I would have said that there were two people that I trusted, now there was just Felix.
It was Tuesday. Tracey and Todd walked out of the company building and got into his Lexus at eleven, right on the dot. Since I knew where they were going I had no trouble following them to Todd's apartment. There was nothing lovey-dovey going on as they were just acting like a married couple.
I gave them fifteen minutes to get settled in and then hit the button on the remote control. Nothing happened.
The damn thing didn't work.
What the hell did I do wrong?
I got out of the truck and walked closer to the apartment building and pressed the button again. Still nothing.
While I was trying to figure out what to do next, I decided to let the air out of Todd's tires. I might as well make myself useful. I only did the two tires on the side away from the building.
In desperation, I walked right up to the side of the building and tried again. It finally worked. I was outside of the apartment building and heard the noise; loud and clear. The sound inside had to be really loud. It blasted for about a second and then paused for two seconds and then repeated. Everybody in the apartment complex was now being pleasured by my little toy.
I was smiling as I walked back to the truck. Halfway down the block, I could still hear the beeping. Things were going better than expected.
My lawyer was having the law suit papers delivered to Todd and to the Company at two o'clock. I would be gone by then.
Carly was waiting for me when I got home. She gave me a card with her address at college and her cell phone number, which I already had. She had a few extra things for me to take that I had missed and had even packed me a lunch so that I wouldn't have to stop until I got out of the state. She actually explained that when she gave it to me. We both had a good laugh and a hug. I left the power of attorney and my wedding ring on the kitchen table. Carly stated that she would be more than happy to explain things to her mother.
My body shop tools were in the back of the truck under the bed cover. My personal stuff was jammed behind the seat in the cab. As I pulled away from the house for the last time, my cell phone rang. It was Tracey. I turned the phone off. It would have been interesting to hear what she had to say, but I refused to give her the satisfaction.
Interstate 81 South was the best escape route. I didn't stop until I hit Chattanooga. It was a sleazy motel, but there was a bar next door. Big mistake. I drank way too much and then discovered that while I was sleeping it off, one or more, of the local boys borrowed all of my body shop tools. The back of the truck was picked clean, but they didn't touch anything in the cab. I don't know if that was because of integrity or maybe they just couldn't carry any more.
I showered, shaved, and put on fresh clothes. After a much needed breakfast at the local Waffle House, I hit the road for Nashville. I was kicking myself for being so damn dumb and trying to figure out what to do next.
Without tools, I wasn't even going to try and get a body shop job. I settled in at one of the Krystal's in the area and started going through the help wanted ads. Most of the jobs were commissioned sales or minimum wage jobs. The ones that fell in to normal categories, I wasn't qualified for until I hit a small, three-line ad.



"Wanted: Auto damage appraiser. Must have body shop experience. Conrad Insurance Company."
I turned my cell phone on, called the listed number, and I got a name, address, and appointment in one hour. I deleted the five calls that came from Tracey. I punched the address into the GPS and headed right over. I always liked to be early. I had never gone on a job interview before and realized that I was not dressed for one. It was too late now. What they see is what they get.
There were three other guys there when I arrived. They were all well-dressed and looking good. Each of them had a folder in his hand which I assumed was a resume. Each one entered the manager's office, stayed five minutes, and left. They didn't look happy. I was feeling pretty good because I didn't think that I could do worse than they did.
The guy behind the desk was dressed well, but the clothes didn't fit the man. He was hard, with cracked skin, and faded tats sticking out around different parts of his clothes. His hands were the things that I noticed most. They were calloused and gnarly, just like mine. This guy wasn't an executive. He was a metal-beater wearing people clothes. He noticed me smiling and sort of smiled back.
It didn't take him long to read over the interview form that I had filled out in the lobby. I think I left half of the spaces empty. I wasn't being a smartass, I just didn't have any information to enter.
"Hemmingway. Daniel Hemmingway." He paused as if in thought.
"No. I am not." I answered his unspoken question, just as I had answered a hundred times before. I was not related to the famous author.
"Well, that's a relief. I wouldn't want no intellectuals hanging around the office." He seemed relieved that I had anticipated what he was going to ask so that he didn't make a fool out of himself. It wouldn't have been that way, but he seemed to be a proud man.
"I get asked that a lot."
"My name is Grady Burgess. Why are you here, Daniel Hemmingway?"
There was no way that I was going to try and con this man. I watched three, slick talkers get excused before they could even start giving him any bullshit.
"I got drunk last night over in Chattanooga and all of my shop gear was swiped out of my truck while I slept it off. It's hard to get a shop job without gear. This seemed like a good alternative."
"That makes sense, but I am guessing that there is more to it than that. Am I right?"
"Yes sir. I just found out that my wife of eighteen years was cheating on me. My judgment last night was a little clouded. I usually don't drink that much."
"Where is your wife now?"
"Pennsylvania."
"Marcie. Bring us two coffees. Will you hon?" His voice was loud and could be heard all over the office.
Marcie was in her mid-forties, chunky, and wore way too much make up. She set two, cheap, white ceramic coffee cups down with no cream or sugar. It made sense to me.
Grady gave her a little pat on the backside before she left. "Cancel the rest of the appointments Babe. I think we found what we were looking for."
Marcie gave Grady a scowl and then gave me a little wink. I was looking a little sheepish when I noticed that Grady was smiling at my embarrassment.
We chatted for about two hours and then he carefully explained to me what the job entailed as well as the pay and benefits. The only down side to the whole deal were the image requirements.
Eighty percent of my job was going to involve contact with customers. Image was paramount. That meant a haircut and a complete change in grooming habits. I was expected to get a new wardrobe and a shoeshine kit; he emphasized that. Marcie would personally help me with everything that needed to be done.
I was expected to be in Atlanta by Monday morning for a full week of training. Conrad Insurance was an independent company, but worked as a subcontracter for several larger national auto insurers. Everything had to be done to specific standards. The company paid all the expenses related to the training, but the clothes and grooming were coming out of my pocket.
Marcie seemed to enjoy the rest of the week more than I did. I was a little project for her. I insisted on going to a barber shop rather than a hair dressers, but she made all of the rest of the decisions. Not only did I get a haircut, but I also got my eyebrows and ears trimmed and my nose hairs pruned. Marcie informed the barber that I would be back every ten days for the same treatment.
My working clothes were pretty generic; khaki pants and white shirts. She even found a jacket that went with the pants. I also got two pairs of black, steel-toed dress shoes, with a dozen pairs of black socks.
She had found a small studio apartment for me, and helped me get it set up. Friday morning, I got my Tennessee drivers license and that afternoon, Marcie gave me the keys to my company car and a laptop computer.
Before leaving me at the apartment that evening, she stood on her tip-toes and kissed me on the cheek.
"Damn it, Daniel. If Grady wasn't so darn jealous, I think I'd have to jump your bones. You cleaned up real good, boy."
I was flattered, but the thought of what she was suggesting make me shiver a little.
It was time to give Carly a call.
"Dad. Good to hear from you. Where are you or is it better that I don't know?"
"Baby, I am in Nashville right now. I trust that you will not tell your mother."
"Are you working?"
"As a matter of fact I am. I got hired at the first place that I applied at."
"I guess they will always need body men."
"Actually, it is a desk job. Well not exactly behind a desk, but I won't be working in shop. I'll be doing appraisals out in the field."
"How the hell did you get a job like that?"
"I guess I was in the right place at the right time. How are things at home?"
"Well, I am fine, but mom is a wreck."
"I thought that she would be happy to see me gone."
"So did I, but it seems to be just the opposite."
"Care to expand on that a little?"
"Well all she did the first day was sit at the kitchen table and chant over and over; "That is not how it was suppose to happen.""
"Did you question her about it?"
"She was drunk and she was not responsive. Every time I tried to talk to her, she just looked at me and repeated the mantra again. I gave up after about an hour. She drank every drop of wine in the house. At least she didn't touch the hard stuff."
"I wasn't expecting that."
"Me either. I thought that she might be pissed."
"It sounds like it was all a big plan that she had and that I screwed it up somehow."
"That's what I thought also, but I have no idea what she thought was going to happen. Apparently, she knew she was going to get caught eventually, but hadn't counted on your exodus. I don't know for sure, but it looks like she was looking forward to some type of confrontation."
"I am sorry that I messed up her plans."
There was a short pause in the conversation, so I took the opportunity to change the subject.
"What are your plans?"
"As soon as mom settles down a little, I am leaving for school. If I get there early enough, I can pick up a few summer session classes. On one hand, I hate to leave her, but on the other hand, I want to get the hell out of here. At least she has stopped her chanting."
"Well, I am leaving tomorrow morning for Atlanta. I'll call you when I get back. Okay?"
"That's fine, dad. I am glad things are working out for you. Mom is pretty strong, so I am sure she will break out of this slump pretty soon."
The training classes in Atlanta were a snap. It was mostly about putting the right information in the right block. The hardest part was overcoming my weak computer skills. I had no trouble getting a few of the young female trainees to tutor me, but found it difficult to resist their charms. They seemed disappointed in my reserve.
The next two years flew by. Grady was quite pleased with my job performance and was generous with the raises and bonuses.
I talked with Carly on a regular basis. She was doing fine in all her classes and with her social life. It was nice to see that she was dating, but as a father, I was a little anxious about the whole scene. She laughed at my concern.
I never heard from Tracey. There had not appeared to be any attempt on her part to contact me. I was not hiding, so if she had wanted to find me it would not have been a problem. She sold the house and pre-paid Carly's tuition with the proceeds. Then she left town. Tracey called Carly every few weeks, but the relationship between them never returned to what it was before the incident. I had to give Tracey points for trying. Carly had no idea where she had relocated to and never asked.
Tracey never filed for divorce. I could hold out for as long as she could.
My social life was another matter. I never thought of myself as a lady killer, but I discovered that a new persona came along with my upgraded appearance and marital freedom. I was technically still married, but under the circumstances, I didn't feel that way. Nashville was full of young ladies looking for companionship. I always made sure that they knew that I was married and not looking for any type of relationship. That turned out to be a big plus with most of them, including a few who were married themselves. I was careful not to date any of the married ones more than once and never took them back to my apartment. It didn't matter too much with the single ones, as long as they knew that I wasn't husband material.
Grady had hired two more guys to do what I did. I got to train them and supervise them. There was plenty of work to go around, but I got the feeling that something was in the wind.
"Daniel. We have to talk." Grady was serious, but what really bothered me was the words he used. This was the dreaded phase that wives always used when they wanted to spring some bad news on their unsuspecting husbands.
Grady laughed when he heard me groan.
"Don't get too excited, Daniel. It's not all that bad."
"It's a hell of a way to start a conversation."
Now we were both laughing.
"Daniel, I hate to say it, but you have outgrown the job."
"What the hell does that mean?"
"You can do better than this. I don't have any complaints, but I think you should be thinking about moving on."
"So, you are firing me?"
"No, damn it. I am trying to get you to move forward."
Marcie came in with two cups of coffee without being asked. She leaned over and whispered in my ear, loud enough for Grady to hear.
"The old fart is afraid that you are going to steal me away from him. Don't worry, if he lets you go, I'll go with you."
It was Grady's turn to groan as Marcie left the office giggling. It was a scary thought.
"Daniel. I have a job interview set up for you in Houston this Friday. American Consolidated Claims needs a man to run their national operation. They are having difficulty getting someone to run their appraisal section of the operation. I have already talked to them and they are anxious to meet you."
"That's nice, Grady, but surely they have some young college graduates with business degrees who are more that qualified to do the job."
"They tried that; three times."
"What is in it for you? I don't understand."
"In about four years, Marcie and I are going to be moving to Gulf Shores. ACC has agreed to buy the business when I am ready to sell."
"Oh, I see. You are not doing this out of the goodness of your heart. You are using me for trading."
"Exactly. See, I always said you were smart."
Both of us enjoyed another laugh at his devious but transparent attempt at taking advantage of me.
Thursday night, I was on my way to Houston. I didn't want to relocate, but everything that Grady said made sense.
I could have flown to Houston, but decided to drive instead. American Consolidated had three floors in an enormous office building. They were expecting me and I was not the least bit nervous. I knew that I was capable of doing the job and I was ready and willing to attack anyone who dared to question my academic qualifications. Knowing that their MBA employees had flubbed the job previously gave me confidence.
The first two interviews went great. During the third one, one of the yuppie middle managers started to ask about my formal business training and was immediately shut down by his boss. I smiled at the support, but was upset at the same time. I spent the last hour with the human resources director. We were discussing salary and benefits as if my acceptance was a foregone conclusion. To be honest, at that point it was. It would be difficult not to take this job.
It was lunch time and my host was anxious to show off the company cafeteria. The floor that we were on was as big as a basketball court field. Offices lined the perimeter and cubicles dotted most of the center.
"I think you will enjoy working here, Mister Hemmingway."
"I think I will Miss Thurgood. American Consolidated Claims looks like a top notch organization."
"It will be interesting having two department heads with the name Hemmingway. You might have to be ready for a little occasional confusion. You don't have any relatives here in Houston do you?"
"No. I am an only child. No brothers or uncles."
"The records department head is a woman. You don't have any distant relatives named Tracey, do you?"
The comment caught me off guard and before I could react, I noticed her across the room. She was only visible from the shoulders up, but there was no doubt that it was her. Her hair was different, but Tracey looked radiant. She was talking with a small group of employees and it was obvious that she was in charge. While I was walking, I was staring at my wife as if I was hypnotized, As luck would have it, I stumbled into a mail cart, causing a small disturbance. As I straightened up, I couldn't help but notice that Tracey was looking directly at me. She seemed a little surprised and I took advantage of her confusion to hurry off the floor.
"Is something wrong Mister Hemmingway?" There was some sincere concern about my clumsiness.
"No. I just wasn't paying attention. I was admiring the layout of the operation." The elevator ride to the lower floor seemed to take forever. As we reached the entrance to the cafeteria, I turned to Miss Thurgood and held out my hand. It was an odd gesture under the circumstances and I could tell that she wasn't expecting it, but she took it anyhow.
"Miss Thurgood. I want to thank you for your help this morning. Everyone was more than gracious and the opportunity that you presented is fabulous. Unfortunately, I am afraid that I am going to have to decline your offer. Please express my regrets to all the people who I interviewed with."
My escort was standing with her mouth open as I quietly exited the floor and the building. It was a great job and I was sure that at some point I would regret turning it down, but not today. I think I still loved Tracey and being that close to her on a regular basis would cause more pain than I was willing to endure. Why hadn't that damn bitch filed for the divorce. When she does finally get around to it, I hoped like hell that she would take her maiden name back. Grady was going to be pissed. I'll handle that when I get home.
Twelve hours later, I was back home. Interestingly enough, Grady was more apologetic than angry.
"Sorry Daniel. I had no idea that your ex was working at ACC."
I sat across from his desk and smiled as Marcie sat down two cups of coffee. I don't know how he found out. "There was no way that you could have known. It's nobody's fault, Grady. If I had any balls, I would have just taken the job and faced her. As you can see, that didn't happen."
"That doesn't make you less of a man, Daniel. There is no way that you could come out a winner under those circumstances. I probably would have done the same thing."
"I am sorry if I screwed up your deal with them."
Grady laughed a little and sat down his cup. "No problem Daniel. They still want it and the deal is still on."
Things continued as they were for the next few years. Carly graduated from college and married a nice fellow from Cleveland. I got to the wedding in time to give her away, but did not stay. Tracey was there and looked beautiful. It was extremely difficult to avoid her, but I did. Carly was disappointed that I did not stay for the complete day, but said that she understood and was glad that I showed up. I was happy that Tracey got to see her only daughter get married.I started filling my spare time taking college classes. It made more sense than going to bars and picking up floozies. Most of the other night school students were older and a few of the ladies were able and willing to fill in for the missing bar girls. Grady was happy to foot the bill for the classes.
Eventually, it came time for Grady to retire. All of the terms of the sale had been finalized. Since I had expressed my reluctance to stay with ACC, Grady had an interview set up for me with a Chicago firm. I wasn't nuts about going there but the employment package, as it was explained by Grady, was fabulous. It didn't make sense, because there were a hell of a lot of MBA's out there who were hustling for prime positions.
When I arrived at the Universal Amalgamated Insurance building, I was immediately taken to the eighteenth floor. The name on the door was familiar; Emmitt Peake. Upon entering, I recognized the executive from ACC who had defended my qualifications during my interview there. It was a pleasant surprise to say the least. It gave me a warm feeling to see qualified people get rewarded for their efforts, rather than the over-educated, over-qualified fobs.
Things went extremely well for the first thirty minutes and then they turned to crap.
"Mister Hemmingway, I was extremely disappointed at your sudden departure after our talk in Houston. When I was made aware of the circumstances, I was able to somewhat understand, but not completely."
"I am sorry for running off like that, but I was not ready to face the alternatives that would have come with the job."
"Handling difficult situations is one of the requirements of a good executive. Have you figured out some way to get over that shortcoming?"
"I am older and more mature. I feel that I can manage myself a lot better now than I could a few years ago."
"I have to be sure. I have a lot of confidence in your abilities. If I didn't, you wouldn't be here. I have set up another interview for you, but before you go, I have one question."
Of course I was a little anxious and confused. My nod gave him the opening to ask his question.
"Tracey Hemmingway kept a small glass dome on her desk. Inside the dome was an unusual black object. She never explained to anyone what it was or why she kept it on her desk. A lot of us used to sit around and guess, but we never figured it out. I have a feeling that you might be able to give us a little insight about it."
The question and the way he asked it caused me to worry. Why did he bring Tracey up now? How did she relate to this interview? His simply question about the key chain alarm was disturbing to say the least.
"Mister Peake. Did Tracey Hemmingway relocate here to Chicago when you did?"
The portly Mister Peake leaned back in his chair and smiled. "Of course she did. I value good employees and have no qualms about stealing them from other companies when I can. Tracey is one of the strongest executives in the company. She is here and I will do everything in my power to keep her. I need you to compliment her. With the two of you on the same team, We will be unbeatable."
I was looking at my feet, shaking my head slowly, and smiling. There was no getting away from her. The first time it was a coincidence, but this time it was a well planned attack.



"Daniel, you never answered my question. What the hell is that black doo-dad that Tracey keeps on her desk?"
"Mister Peake. That black doo-dad, as you call it, is simply a small item that I made for my wife before we separated. I have no idea why she kept it or why she feels the need to display it."
"Well all that is interesting, but what the hell is it and what is its purpose?"
I decided it was time to end the interview. I knew that it was a choice that only he could make, but I felt the need to take control. "That is something that you will have to get from her, Mister Peake."
There was a slight look of concern on his face as I stood.
"Mister Hemmingway. Will you at least talk to her. Before you make any decision, please talk to your wife."
I noticed a bit of desperation in his voice that seemed out of context. He was a strong, dynamic man and the hesitancy didn't seem to fit. The small act of my standing unnerved him. He was by my side as I walked out of his office. His mouth was moving, but I wasn't hearing the words. He seemed to be talking faster as he steered me to her door. On the door was her name; no title and no position description. Just her name.
"Tracey Hemmingway."
We all have to face our demons at some time. Mine seemed to be today. Peake was still talking as I walked into her office. I didn't knock.
Her hair was perfect. Her make-up was perfect. Her suit and accessories were perfect. She was older, but more beautiful than I had remembered. She raised her head and looked at me from her desk.
Over the years, I would find myself dwelling on the bad things that she had done and my image of her deteriorated as my hate grew. However, the fact that I still thought about her as often as I did was a good indication that deep down I still loved her. I hated what she had done, but I never stopped loving her. As this crap filled my brain, I realized that I was standing there shaking my head slowly from side to side. I felt like I was trying to con myself. Her voice pulled me out of my reverie.
"Daniel. Nobody told me that you were coming. What are you doing here?" She started to get up, but I motioned her to stay seated.
I sat across from her, not knowing how to start the conversation.
"You look good, Daniel. You look even better than you did when I saw you in Houston."
This was not the discussion I was anticipating. How was I supposed to react to that? There was no way that I was going to compliment her on her hair or dress. It was a game that I was not willing to play.
"Mister Peake asked me here today so that I could explain what the doo-dad, as he calls it, is on your desk."
Her hand instinctively went towards the glass dome, but then stopped.
"That's bullshit, Daniel, and we both know it."
"He offered me a job; again."
"He was disappointed when you turned him down in Houston."
I didn't respond. I just sat. I had no idea where this conversation was going to go.
"I wanted to talk to you, but you were gone before I could catch you."
"Why would you want to do that?"
"At the time, I was still hoping that I could explain things to you. Now I know that there was nothing to explain. It was all pretty well out in the open."
I found myself regretting coming to see her. I was trying to figure out how to leave without looking like a total jerk. Hell, why should I care?
"Daniel. Did you ever want an explanation?"
"There is one thing that I am curious about."
Her look invited me to continue.
"Why did you keep the little alarm?"
"It reminds me of how stupid I was. I look at it and know that one mistake can ruin a whole lifetime."
"You only slept with him one time?"
"No. That's not what I meant."
"Tracey, before I leave, can you provide me with a reason that won't sound like a tired old cliche?"
"Probably not."
"You gave an explanation to Carly."
"Yes, but that was before it was too late."
"What does that mean?"
"At the time Carly confronted me, nothing had happened."
I just sat and looked at her. The conversation was not going the way I wanted it to go. Somehow or other I was going to have to listen to her tell me about what happened and why. I didn't want to know. If she was going to insist, I was going to demand the 'Readers Digest' version. I didn't want all the details.
"Up until about six weeks before you left, all Todd and I did was spend time together. We had lunch and saw a few movies. Todd knew what I was doing and agreed to help me. None of this was his fault."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"It was a plan, Daniel. It was a plan that I set up to make you jealous. Well, not to actually make you jealous, but to make you pay attention."
"What are you talking about? I was buying you flowers and things. We went out to eat on a regular basis. I was doing everything that I thought you wanted me to do and you are telling me that it was all my fault?"
"That wasn't what I was looking for."
I sat without speaking.
"It was never your fault, Daniel. I never thought about it one way or the other until after you left. Then I realized what I had done and how wrong I was."
"Damn it, Tracey. You are babbling. What the hell are you talking about?"
"I'll start at the beginning.When Todd started at the company I immediately noticed him. He was well-dressed, well-groomed, and well-mannered. He was everything that you were not."
"So that is when you decided that you wanted him?"
"No. That was when I decided that I wanted you to be like he was. I never wanted him. It was always you, but I wanted you to look like him and act like him. Just like you are now."
"Okay. Then what happened?"
"I knew that it was bad in a marriage for one spouse to try and change the other one. A good marriage depended on each of the partners accepting the other one as they were. If I tried to change you, the marriage might go to hell, but if you decided to change yourself, it would be okay."
"Okay. That is the first thing you said that makes sense."
"When I started to openly spend time with Todd, it was so that you would notice. Either you would confront me about it, or figure it out for yourself and take action."
"Take action? What does that mean?"
"I was hoping that you would get a haircut; you know a regular one, like you have now. I was hoping that you would start dressing better and being a little more attentive. It never worked."
"I never knew."
"I know. The horrible thing was that Carly figured it out and confronted me. She didn't know why, but she did know what I was doing. Todd and I still had not had sex, so I didn't feel really guilty about anything, but I was a little annoyed at the fact that she questioned me. I was wrong there also. I screwed up with my husband and my daughter."
"You did have sex with him?"
"Yes. It wasn't his fault, it was mine. I know that it takes two people and I know that he could have stopped it, but he didn't.
I sat silent. I didn't know what to say and I had no more questions at the moment.
"About two weeks after Carly confronted me, Todd and I were alone at his apartment. We were drinking wine, which you know is bad for me. I was feeling really miserable that you hadn't figured it out yet. One thing led to another and Todd and I ended up in bed. Drunken sex isn't very good, but it is sex. We avoided each other for two weeks after that. I was a real bitch at home because I blamed what happened on you. You could have stopped it if you really cared. I had sex with another man because my husband didn't care about me. Really stupid."
"But you didn't end it?"
"I was so depressed by then that I had to talk to somebody and Todd was the only one available. A week later we were having sex on a regular basis and the next week you finally caught us, but it was too late."
"Well, I am truly sorry that I was so slow. I guess I should have figured it all out sooner and everything would have been fine."
"You are being a smart ass now, Daniel. It doesn't suit you."
"Were you ever planning on stopping it?"
"By that time, there was no plan. It was all just going day by day."
It was time to go. I sat quietly for a moment trying to come up with some clever repartee which never materialized.
"It was cruel and unnecessary what you did to Todd."
"Why is that?"
"Todd never did anything to deserve that. He never tried to seduce me. He never disrespected you in any fashion. He never tried to take me away from you or to break up our marriage. All he did was what I asked him to do."
"He made a few bad judgment calls."
"He has to walk with a cane for the rest of his life. It wasn't fair, Daniel."
"Yeah, well; walk a mile in my shoes and then tell me that." That was about as clever as I could muster up on short notice. There were tears in her eyes as I stood. I heard an audible sob as I walked out the door. Eight hours later I was back in Nashville.
Needless to say, Grady was disappointed when I gave him the news, however he did have a very nice severance package for me. I called Carly and told her about the conversation I had with her mother. I suggested that she make an effort to contact her, but she didn't seem too responsive.
A week later, I left Tennessee with a new pick up and a comfortable bankroll.
I ended up in Yuba City. Merrill Kohut had decided to sell his auto body shop and move to Hawaii. I knew the business and was certain that I could run the operation and still send Merrill and his wife a nice little retirement check every month. It was a clean operation just outside of town and included a small two bedroom cottage in the back. It was all that I needed. Ten men came with the business; I kept six and let the slackers go. I could pick up some new ones as I went along.
I was going to burn all those damn suits that I had accumulated, but I ended up giving them to the Salvation Army. They had a job interview program set up and the suits would come in handy for somebody that needed them.
My moustache grew back with a vigor. It seemed to be happy to be released from the constraints that it had been forced to live with over the past few years. In no time, my hair was long enough to tie back. Look out Willie Nelson, here comes Daniel Hemmingway. The business flourished and I felt like my old self. Things were going great until the week before Christmas.
When I arrived at work that morning, there was a small wrapped package on my desk. I looked at it for a moment and called my foreman in.
"What the hell is this?"
"Don't know boss. A lady came in early this morning and left it there. She said that she would be back at lunch time."
I sat for a long time without touching it. I knew what was in the damn box. There was no doubt in my mind. What I didn't know was what I was going to do after I opened it.
I got a hot cup of black coffee and stared at the box for a few more minutes and then started to unwrap it. For some strange reason I was being careful not to tear the paper.
My foreman came back in and saw me holding the black plastic object with about twenty little holes in it. He seemed mesmerized as I twisted and turned it between my fingers.
"What the hell is that Boss?"
I set it down and leaned back in my chair. "I'll tell you after lunch."
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I think I'm gonna make it all the way.
You hurt me and abused me, took advantage of and used me,
I swear it almost made a wreck of me.
When I needed your devotion, you were never in the notion
You were cold as any iceberg in the sea,
Love to you had lost its splendor, my pride went out the window,
But now my heart is healing, and I got a real good feeling,
I think I'm gonna make it all the way.
It had been over a year since my wife started her affair with Howard Pattington. I had no idea why I allowed it to go on as long as I did. Perhaps it was because I was comfortable. After I figured out what was happening, I didn't really care any more. I patiently waited for the day when she would serve me with divorce papers. I hadn't done anything to prepare myself other than to get into the proper frame of mind. I was resigned to the fact that she would take half of everything I had accumulated with her. She could gladly have the house and furniture. The appraised value was less than the mortgage now. We had just enough money saved to prepay four years of college for our daughter, Jenny. In three more years, I would have vested rights with the company and she would probably claim part of that.
Marsha was fairly discreet about her affair. The biggest problem was that Pattington worked for the same company that I did. He was in a different department and at one pay grade higher. At least he was single and fairly good looking. What I didn't like was his arrogant attitude. It was easy for me to avoid him at work, and the only time I was forced into associating with him was at company social affairs.
Things came to a head quite quickly. Jenny had left for her first semester at Penn State and Marsha and I were alone in the house for the first time in 18 years. Normally that would have been a good opportunity for a couple to start increasing their sexual activities, but not in our house. Marsha was always too tired or too busy and I couldn't care less.
It was a Saturday morning. Marsha was in the shower and I was still reading the morning paper when the phone rang. I was not expecting a call so I just let it go to the message machine. It was an interesting message to say the least.
"This is Malcolm Jewelers calling. The engraving has been finished on your watch and you can pick it up at any time. Thank you."
Well that was interesting. I don't wear a watch and I never had. It bothered the hell out of me to have something hanging on my arm. There was no reason for Marsha to have something engraved on her own watch and Jenny used her cell phone to check the time.
I had never been one to root through my wife's purse or anything else, but today I felt a strong urge.
The receipt from the jewelry store was tucked in the side where she kept her credit cards. I read it carefully; 'one Teg Hauer Carrera wrist watch with a black alligator band. Engraving on rear " FOREVER- MARSHA" $3,900. paid in full.'
I carefully tucked it back in place and got myself a cold beer. I knew damn well that it was not for me. Marsha had just returned to the living room as I was walking outside to start mowing the lawn. It took twice as long as normal to finish the yard work, but I had a good chance to think things through.
After lunch, Marsha informed me that she was going to spend the night at her sisters house in Frackville. She didn't noticed the big smile on my face. I got to spend the rest of the evening getting my affairs in order. I had a whole year to do this, but I had waited until the last minute. I was kicking myself for delaying it, but was glad that I had finally made the decision.
She got home about lunch time on Sunday. We were congenial, but hardly spoke to each other. It was the longest Sunday of my life. I slept on the couch that night.
Monday morning at work started out fine until Howard started showing off his new watch to all of his workmates. I had resigned myself to put up with it all, until he glanced my way with a big smirk on his face. Up until that point, he had always been laid back and quiet about the affair, but now he was gloating. Big mistake.
I immediately took a week's vacation and then notified personnel that I was now available for a transfer to the Baltimore office. The new job came with a promotion and a pay raise. I had declined it several times because Marsha and Jenny did not want to move.
I spent the rest of the day at the bank and with my lawyer. I put together an offer to give Marsha everything, but no alimony and no percentage of my pending pension. She could have all the money that was left after we prepaid Jenny's tuition. With college costs as high as they were, there was not going to be much left.
My wife was not at home when I moved all of my things into a small efficiency apartment near work.
On Tuesday I rested.
The divorce papers were delivered to Marsha on Wednesday. She called me.
"John. Do you want to explain this? Do you want to discuss anything?"
"No."
"Why should I sign these papers?"
"Marsha, it is long overdue and you know it. Signing the papers will just make everything right. I am the one getting the short end of the stick. You lose nothing and gain everything."
"You are offering no support. I gave you twenty years and you offer nothing."
"If I included alimony it would only be until you remarried. Seemed to me that it would be a waste of time. As it is, everything will be over in ninety days. If you want to change things, I can guarantee that it will take over a year. I just want to move on."
"I understand that you are actually moving?"
"Oh. And who told you that?" Of course I knew the answer.
"Does it matter?"
"At this point, no."
There was a pause in the conversation.
"Marsha. I am the one who got hurt here. I am the one who is being forced to move. I did nothing wrong and still I am the one being punished. I've known all about Pattington for several years now. Just sign the damn papers."
"I am sorry, John. I never meant for this to happen. I will get them to the lawyers tomorrow."
It was a wonderful opportunity for me to lay a guilt trip on her, but I refused to give her the satisfaction.
I went into work on Friday and cleaned out my desk. Nobody had expected to see me and several people voiced their objections at not being able to set up a proper goodbye party. I wasn't in a party mood. It took less than an hour to out process.
Before leaving, I called Jenny and explained the situation as well as I could. How do you tell your daughter that you are leaving her mother without giving a good reason? She asked once and then dropped the matter as if she had some idea of what was going on. I didn't see how it would have been possible for her not to know, since it was for so long. I got the feeling that she understood.
The drive to Baltimore was a sad one. All I could think about was the life that Marsha and I had built and how easily it was destroyed. I had always planned on growing old with her. Now I had no plans for growing old. I didn't really care.
At no point had Marsha apologized for her actions or even admitted them. We avoided the subject. Naturally we both knew what was going on, but neither of us would be the first to actually bring it up. A man could drive himself nuts thinking about all of this crap. I turned on the radio. Who the hell is Lady Gaga?
The new job was a piece of cake. I was over-qualified to say the least. Because of my competence and confidence the people under me felt comfortable. It was going to be a good move. I kept in touch with Jenny and she gave me what information that she had about her mother. Howard had moved in with Marsha into our house, a week after I left. Jenny was not happy, and I couldn't blame her.
Marsha had signed and agreed to all the terms on the divorce. She didn't even get her own lawyer. Everything was right on schedule and all I could do now was wait.
When we reached the point where there was only three weeks left until the divorce would be final, I signed up for a ten day Caribbean cruise. I hated cruises, but this one would be necessary. The weekend before I was scheduled to leave, I met some old friends from home in Atlantic City. I wined them, dined them and entertained them. It was good to have old friends.
It was a long ten days at sea. I couldn't decide what I hated most; the food or the others guests. At times, I could swear that I was being stalked by at least three single women; at least I thought they were single. I took advantage of all of the ports-of-call to break up the tedium.
When I finally got back home, I had some guests waiting. They were Baltimore detectives, but they were there at the request of the Pennsylvania State Police.
Howard Pattington's body had been found at a road side rest area on the Pennsylvania Turnpike. He had been beaten by what appeared to be a baseball bat and died on the way to a local hospital. His wallet and watch had been taken, so the first indication was that it had been a robbery gone bad. When investigators uncovered the relationship between Pattington and Marsha, I became the prime suspect.
It took less than thirty minutes for the local police to verify that I was indeed on the cruise for the last ten days. The Pennsylvania State Police did not feel that any further research was necessary.
There were at least a dozen messages on my phone. Jenny had told her mother about my cruise plans, but Marsha insisted on trying to get in touch with me. Marsha knew that I hated cruises. One of the calls was from Jenny so I called her back.
"Jenny. I just got back from my cruise. What the heck happened?"
"Nobody knows for sure. Mom is a wreck. Howard didn't come home from work one day and that night they found him on the Turnpike near Downingtown. He had been beaten and died before they could get him to the hospital."
"When did this happen?"
"Last Thursday."
"Well, I was in Cancun last Thursday so it wasn't me."
"Mom swears that you had something to do with it, but there is no proof at all to verify it."
"I just spent a good bit of time with the local police here and they seemed to be satisfied with my story."
"So why is your mother trying to get in touch with me?"
"She is totally lost. She doesn't have you and now she has lost Howard. She said something about trying to stop the divorce. Can she do that?"
"Not without my approval." If I had waited a few more days, I wouldn't be having this problem.
The next week was filled with phone calls from Marsha and from an attorney named Winstead. I ignored them all. Two days before the divorce would be final, a certified letter arrived requiring my signature. My secretary was able to delay the delivery so that I had a chance to exit the building. I spent the next three days in Atlantic City. Before going home, I called my lawyer. He congratulated me on successfully avoiding Marsha's attempts to stop the divorce and then asked me for ten thousand dollars more to cover expenses. After a few awkward moments he started to laugh. It was a crappy little joke, but it did add a little levity to the situation. Instead of the money, he said he would settle for a steak dinner. It was worth it. I still thought it was a crappy joke.
I never fully understood why the police had dropped the investigation into Pattington's murder, or why they had not contacted me again.
Jenny called and also offered some congratulations, but of course with the reserve that a child would have in seeing her parents separate. Marsha was in a deep depression. Her sister Sherry was staying with her for the time being. It appeared that she suddenly realized that she was going to be having financial problems; severe financial problems. I was smiling as I hung up the phone.
I had no contact with Marsha for the next two years. I didn't keep track of her or check up on what she was doing. I talked to Jenny every month, but we both carefully avoided any discussion about Marsha. All I knew was that she had lost the house to the bank and was working in a ladies clothing store at one of the local malls. Marsha did tell Jenny that Howard had two insurance polices naming his mother as beneficiary. Apparently, mother Pattington was not willing to share.
I had had a few dinner dates, but nothing of a romantic or sexual nature.
Later that year, Jenny announced that she was getting married in June. I had met the guy several times and was very comfortable with her choice. The wedding was going to be in Harrisburg, his hometown. Of course, dad was going to be footing most of the bill. I was more than willing to help any way that I could. The prospective groom had far more family than our side so it all made sense. I agreed to go and give away the bride, if Jenny could assure me that I would not be seated near Marsha or have to socialize with her in any manner. She reluctantly agreed. I did not want to ruin my daughter's wedding, but I felt that if I was forced to have contact with Marsha the chance of a disruption was more likely than if I simply avoided her.
Other than getting a tux, there was one more thing that I had to do to prepare for the wedding. I was feeling devilish, or should I say, my mean streak erupted.
It was a beautiful wedding; aren't they all? Jenny kept her word. Things were carefully arranged so that Marsha and I could avoid each other without appearing too obvious. Although I was alone, Marsha was escorted by a good looking fellow who was about fifty years old. I never did find out what the relationship between them was. He could have been a working associate, a neighbor, or her new boyfriend. I didn't really care.
At the reception, Marsha and her escort were seated at the far left side of the head table and I was on the far right. I patiently waited until it came time for the father of the bride to offer a toast. As I stood up to speak, I crossed my fingers. It was a silly little prank, but I still wanted it to go off as I planned it.
I am right-handed, but today I was holding the glass in my left hand. The words coming from my mouth were unimportant, but my gesture to the room was. As I raised my left arm, my tux sleeve slid down exposing a beautiful Teg Hauer wrist watch with a black alligator band. I held my arm up longer than necessary so that the exquisite time piece could be seen by everyone in the room. A sudden gasp from the far end of the table, told me that my mission had been accomplished. I spoke a little longer than I normally would have just to rub it in a little. When I sat down, I had a big grin on my face. Marsha had seen the watch and she had recognized it. All the planning had paid off.
A few minutes later I saw my ex-wife and her escort leave the room. She was upset, but I couldn't tell if she was crying or not. I hung around for another hour, like a dutiful father, and then quietly left and went back to my hotel room.
I slept uneasily that night. I wasn't sure what Marsha would do, or if she would do anything. If she did nothing, than I would know that she was resigned to her fate and ready to move on. If she was still bitter about what happened, I might be getting some visitors. The answer came at 6 AM.
"Mister John Terrell?" There were two of them, in dark suits. I got a sudden vision of Will Smith and Tommy Lee Jones in Independence Day. I was laughing to myself as I answered.
"Yes. How can I help you?"
The dominant suit identified himself and his partner and then asked to come in. They were not local, but from the States Attorney's office. I was wondering who got them out of bed this early in the morning. I motioned for them to sit as I put my pants on. I had expected them and I should have been dressed before they got here.
There were only two chairs in the hotel room, so I sat on the unmade bed. I purposely took more time than necessary to get comfortable.
"What can I help you with gentlemen?"
"You are the John Terrell who was at the Peterson-Terrell wedding yesterday?"
"Of course. Jenny Terrell, now Peterson, is my daughter."
"We received a call that during the reception you were wearing an expensive Teg Hauer watch."
I reached over to the nightstand and picked up the over-sized time piece. "Yes. I was wearing this watch. Do you like it?"
"That's not important, Mister Terrell. What we would like to know is where you got the watch?"
"Why?"
"Can you just answer the question?"
"No! You tell me why you want to know where I got it and who informed you that I had it, and I will answer your questions."
"Mister Terrell. We are trying to make this as easy as possible. Could you just answer the question?"
"Okay. I got the watch on e-bay. Now you tell me why you want to know."
"A watch exactly like the one you are holding was taken off of the body of a man killed in Downingtown three years ago."
"I am sure that there are a lot of watches similar to this one. Can you be a little more specific?"
They were a little uncomfortable. I got the feeling that they were getting ready to just drag me off to a government building some place to finish the conversation.
"Mister Terrell. Do you know a man named Howard Pattington?"
"Of course I do. I used to work with him and he is the man who had an affair with my wife, which incidentally, caused my divorce."
"Mister Pattington had a watch exactly like that when he was killed."
"How do you know that?"
There was no reply from my two visitors.
"Did he have the watch on him when he was found?"
Both of them shook their heads 'no' in unison.
"Do you think that this might be his watch?"
They were supposed to be in control of this informal interrogation, but it looked as if they were losing it.
"Who the hell told you that this was Howard Pattington's watch?"
"Your wife, Mister Terrell. Your wife identified the watch."
"And how did she know that this was his watch?"
There was a slight hesitation. "She claimed that she bought it for him."
"Maybe you should be talking to her?"
There was no reply.
"That's it? That is all you have to go on?"
"There is an engraving on the back of the watch that will verify her claim."
"Can she prove that she bought this watch?"
"She had a receipt."
"Hell. I have a receipt also. Here let me show you." They sat quietly as I removed a folded piece of paper from my wallet and handed it to them.
The top guy looked from the paper to me. "This is from e-bay. It says here that you bought the watch for $49."
"Yeah, but I had to pay $5 for shipping also."
"You bought a Teg Hauer watch on E-bay for $49?"
"Not exactly. Look close at the description."
They were both looking at the description and did not notice the big grin on my face.
"It says 'Tig Hauer', not 'Teg Hauer'."
"Here. Look at the face of the watch."
Suit number two studied the watch face carefully as I held it out to him. He turned to his partner. "It says'Tig Hauer'.
"Gentlemen, did my wife buy a Teg Hauer watch for Mister Pattington or did she buy a Tig Hauer watch for him?"
A look of frustration came over both of their faces. Things were not going as they had planned.
"Can we see the back of the watch, Mister Terrell?"
"You want to check the engraving?"
"Yes. Do you mind?"
"No. Not at all."
I handed them the watch so that they could examine it at their leisure. I had made my point. I was putting on my shirt when the both got up to leave. "Sorry for the inconvenience Mister Terrell. Have a safe trip home."



I closed the door after they left and looked down at the watch. I was glad that I had spent the extra $20 to have the back of the watch engraved. I flipped it over and had a laugh as I read the old English script; "Eat Shit and Die."
It would have been just as easy for them to check the serial number of the watch, but there wouldn't have been nearly as much fun in that.
I drove back to Baltimore knowing that my wife was still bitter about how I had handled the situation. I guess I can't blame her, but I was hoping that there would have been a little remorse on her part. I was upset because she was still looking to hurt me or to get even. She was the one who cheated, not me. Maybe it was about time for me to get even.
I threw the "Tig Hauer" watch out of the car window and reached into the glove compartment. You could tell the difference just by the feel. Before fastening the real thing on, I read the inscription for the thousandth time. 'FOREVER-MARSHA.' I hated wearing a watch, but maybe I could get used to wearing this one.
I'm gonna make it all the way, just like ol' blue eyes said.
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It was one of those Sunday mornings when I just had the urge to go to Home Depot and kill time. I know, I should have been in church, but this was a hell of a lot more fun. I didn't really need anything, but since I hated golf, this was the best alternative. If I got lucky, the weed-and-feed would be on a year-end close out. Two years ago, I got four bags for one-fourth of the regular price.
"John. Fancy meeting you here." Barry Bartel was a family friend; not real close, but close enough to have a coffee and a chat with, even though I hadn't seen him for almost a year. Coincidently, Barry's wife, Greta, and my wife, Sheila, were leaving tomorrow morning for a week long Caribbean cruise. Since Barry wasn't able to get off work to go along, Sheila felt that I should stay home with the kids so that she and Greta could enjoy their time at sea together. She insisted that I would be a third wheel. Besides that, the two girls could save money by sharing a cabin. I didn't like it, but didn't feel like arguing about it.
I am sure that you can all see where this is going.
After a quick greeting ritual, we started wandering through the pest control section.
"John, I was sorry to hear that you couldn't get off work for the cruise. I was really looking forward to it." What the hell? He was the one that couldn't get off work. What was he trying to pull here?
"Hell, Barry, I already took the week off. I am going to be painting the kitchen while the girls are away. Sheila told me that you couldn't get off work."
"I work for my father, John. I can get off anytime that I want. I was actually packed when Greta told me that you couldn't make it."
Barry and I stood and looked at each other without speaking. The silence was broken by an old fart driving one of those motorized shopping carts.
"Are you guys going to stand there all day?"
I pushed my wagon to the side and looked at Barry. "Do you want to go get some coffee?"
"Absolutely."
We spent the next two hours at Mickey D's. It was not difficult at all for us to figure out that our wives had conspired to take a seven day Caribbean cruise without us. The big question was why they would do this? Both of us avoided the obvious until we couldn't stand it anymore. It was like the proverbial elephant in the room. I finally broke the barrier.
"So, Barry. Are they taking two guys with them or are they planning to hook up with a couple of strangers?"
He didn't want to answer. I don't think he even wanted to think about the possible answers. "John. Do you want a Danish?"
He wasn't trying to avoid the answer, but I got the feeling he was just trying to delay it. I nodded in the affirmative and also raised my empty coffee cup. Five minutes later, we had two hot buns and two steaming coffees.
"John, I can't imagine Greta picking up a stranger, so I have to go with some sort of a pre-arranged thing."
"I hate to say it, but I agree. What I don't understand is why they are taking a trip to do this. Wouldn't it be easier just to hook up with a guy some place around home?'
"Hell, maybe they are. I'll be real honest with you; I don't keep track of what Greta does or where she goes. I have always trusted her and never considered that she might be seeing any one."
"Why would two mothers with school aged kids even think about messing around?"
Both of us tried to drink the coffee, but it was so damn hot we had to give up. We put the cups down and stared out the window.
"John. It must be a couple of guys from work." Sheila and Greta both worked for International Casualty Insurance. What Barry said seemed to make sense.
"Is there anything that we can do to stop it?"
"Barry, if they know these guys well enough to go on a cruise with them, then we are probably too late already."
"What do you mean? Do you think they have already cheated on us?"
"I hate to say it, but I am starting to think that way." Barry got up and walked over to the service counter. A minute later he was back. "Damn. They charge 27 cents for a cup of ice. Why does anyone bother to come here anymore?"
We each dumped a little ice in with the hot Java. Neither of us spoke for several moments.
"John. Now that I think about it, Greta has been putting in a lot of extra evening and weekend hours at work lately. I never gave it much thought before. I hate to say this, but I am starting to agree with you."
"I am not going to stop Sheila from going, but I also am not going to just sit on my ass."
I finished my Danish and tossed what was left of the coffee in the trash. "Barry. Meet me here tomorrow right after the girls leave for the airport. We have to do a little planning. Don't say anything to Greta that would indicate that you know what is going on."
Barry gave me a thumbs-up as I walked out the door. It looked as if he was going to stay and finish his coffee. He didn't seem happy.
Things were pretty normal when I got home. Our two sons, Todd who is nine and Jason, ten, were firmly fixed in front of the Wii. I felt that they should have been outside, but I gave that fight up years ago. Sheila was acting the same as she always had. I sat and looked over the newspaper as she got a light lunch together. I expected her to be chatting about her trip, but she seemed to be avoiding any discussion about it. Of course, that in itself was interesting.
That afternoon I finally got the boys outside to kick the soccer ball around for a while. Shelia was busy inside getting her bags packed. She insisted on being ready so that she could leave with no problems in the morning. I found myself smiling as I glanced towards the house several times. How did I miss this? How stupid was I? Why didn't I figure it out long ago?
"Todd? Jason? I am going to be busy next week painting the house while your mother is gone. How do you feel about spending the week with Grand-mom and Grand-pop Conner?"
I never really received a reply. They both immediately headed for the house, and ten minutes later, they were packed. My parents had a farm about twenty miles outside of town and had horses. It was a no-brainer. Sheila squawked a little, but seemed hesitant to make too big a deal about it. By the time I got back home, my wife had supper ready.
After she cleaned up, Sheila took a shower. Of course this gave me an opportunity to do a quick check of her bags. My suspicions were confirmed. Three things stood out. First, most of her underwear and sleeping garments were far too sexy if she was spending her time with Greta. The second red flag was a brand new orange bikini that was carefully hidden inside her make-up case. The last, and worst discovery, was two ten-packs of condoms that were hidden in her hair dryer case with a tube of KY jelly. Why would my wife be taking condoms on a cruise? I kicked myself for even being stupid enough to ask myself that question.
Sheila wanted to get a good night sleep before her trip and I decided that I wanted to watch the Steven Segal movie marathon. There was no sex that night.
I did not have international coverage with my cell phone. Sheila used a cell phone that she got from work that did have world-wide service. I couldn't call her, but she agreed to call home daily, or if there were any problems. I told her not to worry if I didn't answer. I might be at my parent's house with the boys or busy with the painting. She seemed relieved at my answer.
Greta was already at the terminal when I dropped Sheila off. She smiled and waved to me as Sheila joined her. I was anxious to see Barry.
Barry waited until he saw me park and then got us a couple cups of coffee. He got the ice at the same time and complained about it again.
"John. Tell me you have some good news."
I just shook my head in the negative.
"Greta had two new dresses packed and underwear that most women would be embarrassed to wear."
"Unfortunately, I have the same bad news. A new bikini and a whole bunch of condoms."
"Oh hell. I didn't even think to look for anything like that. I didn't go into her make-up case at all. I don't know if I am glad I didn't find any or sorry that I didn't look harder."
For the next twenty minutes, Barry and I moaned and groaned about our dilemma. When the coffee was gone, it was time for us to get to work.
The first stop was International Casualty Insurance. We got past the receptionist by claiming to have employment interviews with Kermit Templeton, the head of the personnel department. Barry and I knew Kermit from high school. We weren't what you would call close friends, but we all got along.
"Oh shit. I was afraid of this." Kermit was not exactly happy to see us. "Close the door, will you?"
Barry and I sat and tried to get comfortable in a pair of chairs that were not designed for comfort.
"You know why we are here don't you, Kermit?"
"I have a damn good idea."
Barry and I were smiling, but our host wasn't.
"We were hoping that you could tell us how many people in the company were on vacation this week."
"Is that a question?"
Our smiles turned to frowns and Kermit quickly changed his attitude. He pushed a few computer keys and replied with a sigh. "Including Sheila and Greta, fourteen people are taking vacation."
"Could you print out a list for us?"
"No, but I think I can give you what you want." Kermit hit a few more computer keys and the printer by the side of his desk started humming away. He pushed two sheets of paper our way and waited for a response.
They were personnel information pages on Clayton Mankey and Calvin Bostic. Barry and I glanced over them quickly and then looked to Kermit.
"These two gentlemen are on the same cruise ship with Greta and Sheila. There is no reason to give you the rest of the list. This is what you wanted to know."
"Just curious, but do you know who is with whom?"
He reached over and slid Calvin's picture in front of Barry and the other one by me.
"Does anyone else know about this?"
Kermit seemed a little uneasy about giving us an answer, but finally relented. "Guys. Everybody knows about this."
"I thought that the company had a policy against this sort of thing?"
"We do, but it is only enforced if there is a complaint."
"Then what happens?"
"Usually a slap on the wrist."
"What if we want more than that?"
"You are not going to make things difficult for me are you?"
Barry and I looked at each other. Nothing was said, but it was obvious that we were in agreement.
"Kermit. If these four people are still working here next week we will be suing. Right now, we don't know for how much or any of the other particulars, but it will happen. We will have our lawyer contact you or your legal department, whichever you prefer. Any questions?"
"I am sorry that this had to happen. We didn't take any action because the relationships were both consensual. No one was being forced or coerced into doing anything. Of course, we don't know exactly how far things went, but we do know that it existed. We did nothing because no one complained."
"Until now?"
"Right."
"Kermit. It is official. You fire all four of them and we do nothing. If you do nothing, you can expect a law suit; a very public one."
Barry and I stood up. We actually shook Kermit's hand before we left. As we walked out the front door, Barry looked at me.
"Now what?"
"I guess we see a lawyer, then lunch, and then we pay a visit to our local travel agent."
We parked the cars and were walking towards the lawyer's office when Barry suddenly stopped.
I looked at him and shrugged my shoulders. "What?"
"John. What the hell are we going to ask the lawyer to do for us?"
"What do you mean?"
"Well, I figure as soon as we walk in that door, it is going to cost us a hell of a lot of dough and we are not going to get anything for it, except a lighter wallet."
"We'll get a divorce. We'll be free of the cheating bitches."
"Think about it. We will be forced to pay them both support. We will be forced to continue making payments on the houses. We will be forced to give up custody of the kids and then be forced to pay for their support. We will be saddled with all the bills that we have outstanding and the court will probably make use provide our wives with credit cards and cell phones. Before it is all over, we will be paying for the kid's college also."
"What do we get out of it?"
"Nothing, as far as I can see."
"Why the hell would any sane man get a divorce?"
"The only reason that I can think of is so that he can get to see his kids. That's the trade off."
"Damn it, Barry. I love my kids. I don't want to give them up."
"I know exactly how you feel. I am going to die if I can't see my girls again, but I don't want to get bled dry just because my wife cheated on me. After what happened, the only fair thing would be to give the kids to us and make them pay."
"That will never happen, will it? I feel as if I am being blackmailed."
We both stood quietly in the middle of the parking lot.
"John. Who the hell makes these damn laws? It is unfair as hell."
We turned and started back towards the cars.
"Barry. I have to admit that Sheila is a good mother. If I had the kids I couldn't do as good a job as she could."
"Yeah, I know. It is the same way with Greta. She is a good mom and the girls love her. I hate to say it, but she would be a better parent than I would, even though she is a cheating whore."
We were both leaning against the hood of my car, not speaking. I was kicking at some miniscule gravel at my feet and Barry was playing with his jacket zipper.
"John. Do you want to go get some ribs?"
We split a full rack and had three beers a piece. Just to kill time, we switched to coffee and each had some banana pudding.
We sobered up enough to drive and headed over to the Good Times Travel Agency. Nancy Rayborne was an old family friend who was soon to be an ex-family friend. Everybody in our circle of friends and family used Nancy to plan and schedule their trips. Loyalty was the only thing that kept her from going under the last few years. The Internet killed almost all of her competitors.
When we walked through the door you could read her lips at the back of the office. "Oh, shit!" She didn't have to say it out load.
Barry and I both sat down and smiled at the instrument of our demise. Two of the other agents, who sat near Nancy, got up and excused themselves to go to lunch. One of them had a brown bag on her desk. It was obvious that everyone in the office knew what was going on and they all were trying to distance themselves.
We were waiting without saying anything. Nancy smiled and tried to get comfortable in her chair with no success. Finally she could not contain herself any longer.
"What can I do for you guys today?"
Barry and I looked at each other and snickered loud enough for her to hear.
I leaned forward and softly said; "You have five minutes to tell us everything or we will raise so much hell that the police will have to close down your office as a crime scene."
"Aw, come on guys. Give me a break. I am not going to tell you anything more than your wives told you. You are not going to do anything foolish are you?"
Barry stood up and turned towards the front of the office. There were two other agents there and one couple planning a trip.
"Listen up, people. I'd advise you to leave the office for a few minutes, because we are going to be rearranging all the furniture."
"John. Barry. Wait. Wait. Okay. Okay. What the hell do you want? Just don't get me or the office in trouble. I don't need any publicity."
Good Times Travel Agency was a franchise. Nancy had gotten in trouble during the last year by booking some vacations for underage kids and also a few trips to Thailand for some local pedophiles. She didn't need any more dirt getting out.
Barry motioned for everyone to relax and sit back down.
"Nancy. Who else is on the trip with Sheila and Greta?"
"John. There are over a thousand passengers on that ship."
"You know what the hell I mean, Nancy. Who else from International Casualty is on that ship?"
"I can't tell you that."
"Nancy. What rooms are Sheila and Greta in?"
"They are booked into Sunset Deck, Room 113."
"That is not what I asked, is it?"
"Damn it, John. What are you trying to do? What do you want from me?"
"What rooms are Calvin Bostic and Clayton Mankey booked into?"
There was some hesitation on her part which went well with the worried look on her face. She seemed to be stammering a little until I slammed my fist down hard on the desk. Nancy jumped back in surprise as did the other two travel agents in the front. The two customers quietly got up and left.
"God damn it, Nancy. What room are those two guys in? Answer me right now and quit playing games. I swear I'll tear this place apart if I have to."
"Bostic and Mankey are in Sunset Deck, room 115." You could barely hear her utter the reply.
Barry leaned over the desk and looked Nancy in the eyes. "Nancy. Is Calvin sharing a room with my wife, Greta?"
She was shaking and trying to move her chair back away from the desk.
"Answer me, damn it. Are Greta and Calvin sharing a room?" This time it was his fist that slammed down on the desk top.
"Yes! Yes! They are both in 113 and Sheila and Clayton are in 115. I didn't set it up that way; they did. I just did what I was asked to do. It is not my fault that ......"
Nancy stopped in mid-sentence. She knew that she had already said too much.
"Give us a copy of the trip itinerary and everything you have about the cruise."
Nancy quickly hit a few keys on her computer and grabbed two folders from a filing cabinet just behind her. She slid everything across the desk to us. I think that she might have been crying, but I wasn't sure.
As we got up to leave I turned to her. "Do not contact anyone on that ship or anyplace else to tell them that we were here or that we had this conversation. If you do, I can assure you that you will be out of business before the end of the month."
We left the building and Barry looked over at me. "How the hell are we going to do that?"
"I have no idea. It just sounded like a good thing to say at the time."
Barry decided that he was going to leave his two daughters, Grace and Marie, with his sister Beth. She had two teen aged girls also. He was going to come by the house after he got them all settled in.
We spent the evening reading all the brochures and schedules. After that, it was easy to come up with a plan. We agreed that our marriages were over and neither one of us was even going to consider trying to save what we had. The big contention was the children. We both loved our kids and we both were torn about the effect that the separation would have on them; especially the way we were going to do it.
We decided that there would be no divorces from our end. Both of us were going to figure out in our own way how we were going to take care of the kids. I was hoping that after things settled down, I could make some arrangements with Sheila to share them in some fashion. Of course, I would see to it that they didn't need for food or money, but I also was not going to be supporting Sheila. This was all going to require planning and work. If things worked out okay, I was also planning on taking care of their college. Tonight, we had to decide how to handle the more immediate problems.
The cruise ship had free WiFis. Barry was going to take his laptop and preload it with all of the addresses, phone numbers, and E-mails addresses of all of our friends, families, and work associates. The cell phones were still going to be a problem, but we didn't want to get bogged down with it.



The cruise ship was scheduled to dock in Montego Bay on Wednesday morning. We found a cheap excursion flight that would get us in at 7 am the same day. Booking a room for a partial part of the cruise was far easier than we thought it would be. It took less than an hour to schedule the flight to Jamaica and reserve the room for the cruise back.
Sheila called and left a message that they got settled into their cabin with no problem and were out at sea. She asked me to let Barry also know for Greta.
The evening was still young and we were pretty much all set. We were going to spend most of the next day getting our financial and personal affairs taken care of; banking items, bills, credit cards, as well as personal belongings. I was going to take all of my things to my parent's house for safe keeping. Barry's brother would see to his stuff. I had a good friend from work who was going to let us park our cars at his place and give us a ride to the airport. I hated having to leave at midnight, but it was necessary.
It was just a short cab ride from the airport to the cruise ship docking area. We watched from a vendors' stall as The Diamond Sunset parked itself. All we had were two carry-on bags and Barry's laptop. We were not planning on dressing up, so we had a minimum of clothing. Ten minutes later, people began streaming off the ship. Some were walking straight downtown, but most of them were headed for tour buses that were waiting in a neat little row. The whole thing was well-orchestrated as if it had been done a hundred times before.
Sheila and Greta came down the gang plank with big smiles on their faces. The two guys behind them looked just as happy. When they started to hold hands, we were able to determine which one was Clayton and which one was Calvin. They were good looking guys, maybe a few years younger than Barry and I, but definitely not macho hunks. We watched from our little private stools until they all boarded the bus scheduled to go to Dunn's River Falls. Barry waved at the guy who was taking the tickets. He said something to the driver and then came over to speak with us.
Jamaicans love to haggle. It took five minute for us to convince him to help us out; five minutes and two hundred dollars to be exact. We had no trouble pointing out Sheila and Greta to our new friend and he was more than willing to take as many pictures as possible of the two couples at the Falls. When we said that we would like them as racy as possible, he smiled and gave us a thumbs up. The bus would be back at three o'clock. We promised to be waiting with the money. He smiled again and carefully explained that it was a nice camera. Then he winked. We knew that he wanted the two hundred dollars more than the $40 dollar camera.
After the buses left, we went on board to get settled in our room. For another hundred dollars, the helpful clerk listed us as Bob Jones and James Moore. If everything went okay, we would be incognito for the whole rest of the cruise.
We grabbed a quick sandwich and then spent the rest of the afternoon familiarizing ourselves with the ships layout. In a couple hours we knew all of the stairways, elevators, and passages. We were going to avoid the dining room and show areas so that the wives wouldn't accidentally spot us. Barry got his laptop set up and did a few tests. There were no problems with the Internet access or with the E-mail communications. We discussed a plan to get into our wives rooms, but decided against it.
We were comfortably seated at the same stall we were in earlier when the buses started to return. The Dunn's River Falls bus was right on time.
Barry and I were enjoying a couple of Red Labels as Sheila, Greta, and their escorts walked right by. The straw hats we were wearing probably helped conceal us a little. Our ticket taker came over smiling from ear to ear. There was a lot of gold in that smile. He couldn't wait to show us his handywork and wouldn't shut up about the great job that he did, until Barry shoved a cold beer into his hand. It only took a few seconds to review the pictures. There was far more kissing and hugging going on than we had imagined. I handed him the two hundred dollars and a second beer for his driver.
We waited a few more minutes to make sure that the wives were safely out of the boarding area and then we made our way back to the cabin. We were planning on a busy night, but first we had to figure out how to get some supper without being seen.
There was a balcony that overlooked the entrance to the main dining area. Barry and I got a comfortable seat where we could watch the passengers lining up for the meal seating. We guessed that the wives would opt for the early meal so that they would have more time for their evening activities. like dancing, and entertainment. It wasn't too long until the four of them appeared and got into the queue. The couples were arm-in-arm and no one would ever would have guessed that they weren't married.
Barry gave me a quizzical look as I got up and walked over to the service phone. Thirty seconds later, I returned with a big grin on my face. The couples were just about to be seated when we all heard the announcement.
"Attention! Barry Bartel. Please join your party on the Lido Deck. Barry Bartel!"
It wasn't an overly loud or annoying announcement, but it was loud enough that anyone could hear it.
Greta immediately swung her head around as if she was facing some invisible loud speaker. She stepped aside to let the next group of people being seated go ahead of them. Sheila and her were having an intense conversation while Clayton and Calvin stood by patiently. All of a sudden, Greta whipped out her cell phone and hit a speed dial number. Thirty seconds later, she shook her head to indicate that there was no reply. Sheila took out her phone and made a call. The two escorts were starting to look perturbed. After Sheila got no response to her call, they all entered the dining room.
"Damn, John. That was cool. I'd give anything to be able to hear the conversation during that meal." As juvenile as it may sound, we hi-fived each other and then left for taco's and Margaritas on the Sunset Deck. An hour later, we were back in the room and ready to get to work. Today would be a sea day and the next morning we would be arriving in Cancun.
No one was at either of our houses to answer the phones and no one knew that we had left town. Even if they called my parents or Barry's brother, they could not get a hint as to where we might be.
We downloaded all of the Dunn's River Falls pictures to the laptop. Some of the pictures showed all four of them, but most of them were as couples. They were hugging and kissing in several of them. Sheila had on her new orange bikini and it appeared as if she suffered several wardrobe malfunctions on the way up the falls. Each time, she seemed to be giggling. Video would have been great, but we had to use what we had.
Barry made a collage page which contained about a dozen of the best shots. Of course, Clayton and Calvin were in all of them. We each selected our favorite shot and Barry superimposed it onto an E-mail postcard that said, "Having a Great Time. Wish You Were Here."
By nine o'clock, we had sent over two hundred E-mails. I was amazed at the number of friends, relatives, and social contacts that we had between us. Of course, everyone at International Casualty got a set of photos.
The Sky Deck was windy as hell and it was almost totally deserted. Barry and I found a quiet, hidden corner and finished off three long-necks each while we gloated about our successful first day. We had no idea what we were going to do the next day, but since the page trick worked so well we decided to try it again. We hit the sack early.
There was plenty of fruit, Danish, and coffee available all over the ship for breakfast. We steered clear of the main dining areas and the most populated common areas. We used the service stairs rather than the elevators. Barry and I were on the rear of the Sun Deck, enjoying some type of rum drink with pineapple. The Sun Deck overlooked the main pool area, which was just starting to get a little action. We were on our second drink when Sheila and Greta arrived and got comfortable on a couple of lounge chairs. Clayton and Calvin were nowhere around.
We had no idea what to do, so we just watched. A teenage boy was hanging out on the other side of the deck. He looked bored as hell except for the cell phone that his fingers were dancing on. I was always fascinated by how fast the young kids could send text messages on those things. I nudged Barry and we wandered over towards the kid.
How do two unattached men approach a teenage boy on a cruise ship without looking like pedophiles? It was awkward as hell, but we did finally manage. He had no trouble letting us use his cell phone for twenty bucks.
Sheila's left boob popped out of her bikini top when she reached for her cell phone. Barry was giggling as he watched my wife attempt to tuck her tit back in and answer the phone at the same time. Of course she didn't recognize the caller ID.
"Hello?"
"Hi. Sheila. It's John. Sorry I wasn't able to get to the phone when you called last night."
"I called home three times, John. Your phone says that you are calling from Baltimore."
"Sorry. I had to borrow this one. You know I can't call from mine."
"Is everything okay, John? Your parents had no idea where you were."
"I'm fine. Just staying busy. Are you having fun?"
"Yeah. We are having a great time. Sorry you couldn't have made it."
"Okay. Well say hello to Greta for me. I have to give the guy his phone back. Oh before I let you go, I just wanted to let you know that you look really good in the orange bikini. I don't remember seeing it before. Bye."
"What? John? ....."
Barry and I were both laughing like crazy when I hung up.
Before handing the phone back to our benefactor, Barry and I both entered call blocks against Sheila and Greta's phone. I gave the kid another twenty and told him to remember that he never saw us. He thought that was cool and readily agreed.
Sheila and Greta were searching all around the ship to see if they could spot me. Sheila covered herself up with a large towel as if she was trying not to be seen. It was a silly thing to do. She made an attempt to do a call back on the number, twice, but finally gave up. A few minutes later Clayton and Calvin arrived.
Barry went right over to the Sun Deck service phone. He came back to the railing a few moments later, with a big grin on his face.
"Attention! Barry Bartel, please join your party at the shuffle board courts. Barry Bartel to the shuffleboard courts, please."
As soon as they heard the announcement, there was a flurry of activity at pool side. Greta and Sheila grabbed their stuff and started towards the shuffleboard area on the port side of the boat. Clayton and Calvin just stood there, looking disgusted. We watched our wives carefully from above.
They waited around for a half an hour before leaving. As they were walking back to their room, Sheila took out her phone and made a call. The look on her face told us that the postcards had arrived home. I don't know who she called, but it didn't matter. Everybody in the world who knew us as a couple had the pictures of Sheila and Greta with their boyfriends. They spent several minutes standing in the middle of the deck looking at the displays on Sheila's cell phone and then darted towards the cabin deck.
Clayton and Calvin went to the evening meal without their companions that evening. They spent the rest of the evening drinking in the cabaret bar on the Laguna Deck. Barry and I sat in a far corner the entire night with beer and pizza. They never saw us. We were trying to determine if we wanted to get close enough to overhear their conversation, but decided against it. Our wives never showed up. About midnight, they both left the bar, quite drunk. A few of the crew had to help them back to their cabins. We never did find out exactly what the sleeping arrangements were, but we really didn't care.
We were on the Sun Deck having fresh fruit and coffee for breakfast as the Diamond Sunset docked at Cancun. Most of the passengers were on the Promenade Deck waiting to depart for the day's festivities. We hadn't decided what we were going to do today. It seemed a little foolish to try and follow the two couples while they were on shore. None of that mattered because two of the first people to get off the ship were Sheila and Greta with their suitcases. They were not going on any daytrips, they were getting off the boat, leaving the cruise, and deserting the ship. While the rest of the tourists were getting on the trip buses, Sheila and Greta got into a taxicab and sped off.
Barry and I just had to have another hi-five. We hadn't planned on anything like this happening. At some point, we had expected that our wives would find us. The boat ain't that damn big. Apparently, they didn't even try. Clayton and Calvin had also left the boat and gotten into one of the tour buses. We couldn't tell if they were upset with the situation or not.
We had a nice sit-down lunch in the semi-deserted dining room. The ship had one more stop to make; in The Grand Caymans before getting home. We had to start planning. Maybe later.
We got to have a nice, leisurely sit-down lunch in the dining room. Most of the passengers were on shore, but since Sheila and Greta were gone, it didn't matter anyhow. Things had become a lot more relaxed and enjoyable. The ship was leaving Cancun later this evening and arriving in the Cayman Islands tomorrow afternoon. Tonight would be a good time to have a heart-to-heart talk with Clayton and Calvin. Barry and I had no idea what we were going to say to them.
There was assigned seating in the formal dining room. Of course, our wives and their boyfriends had a nice table for four and two of the seats were now empty. Barry and I waiting for Clayton and Calvin to get seated and then simply walked up to their table and sat down. Nobody stopped us or questioned us.
It was time for introductions.
"Good evening gentlemen. I assume that you both know who we are. Is that correct?"
Calvin managed to give Barry and I a short nod, but Clayton just glared. His eyes darted back and forth between us as his head tilted forwards. It was easy to tell that he was not happy to see us. The reaction from them was different; Calvin seemed to be scared and uncertain while Clayton was just pissed off.
"Gentleman. Mister Bartel and I will not be joining you for supper. There are three days left on this cruise and we just wanted to warn you to be extremely careful."
I heard Barry snicker, but I didn't look over at him. Calvin looked inquisitive, but Clayton just seemed to be a little more aggravated.
"Just remember that two hundred and twenty-two people fall overboard while on pleasure cruises every year and are never seen again."
I paused for a few seconds for dramatic effect and then Barry and I got up and walked out of the dining room. We could hear Calvin chatting away, but couldn't make out what he was saying.
We both decided on tacos and beer for supper. We didn't go out on the deck because of the damn wind, but the sunset was beautiful through the lounge windows.
"Well John, that was cool. I don't know what you are expecting to happen, but you sure did get their attention."
"I am not sure either. Let's wait until tomorrow and then play it by ear."
Well things didn't go exactly as planned.
"Gentlemen. I am Mister Sorrenson. Could I have a minute of your time please."
Barry and I swiveled our chairs around to face a big Nordic crewman who was addressing us. He had two other crew members with him who were quietly standing to the side. I looked over at Barry. We smiled at each other, and then nodded to this paragon of authority.
"Am I talking to Mister Jones and Mister Moore, or to Mister Bartel and Mister Connor?"
"Bartel and Connor." There didn't seem to be any point to lie to them about our identity.
"A couple of our passengers have reported that you had threatened to throw them off of the ship. Do you have an explanation for why they would do that?"
"Oh no. We didn't threaten them. We just quoted a statistic about accidents at sea. We were actually advising them to be careful."
"That was an implied threat and both of you know that."
"Now why would we do such a thing?"
The Big Swede, or whatever he was, nodded towards a quiet part of the lounge and we all moved in that direction.
"Gentlemen. Did you threaten Mister Bostic and Mister Mankey?"
Barry and I looked at each other and seemed to agree on the answer.
"Yes. Although it was not worded as a threat, we said it with that intent."
"Was there a reason for this threat?"
"Of course there was. In fact, you were part of that reason."
I could tell from his expression that he was waiting for a more complete explanation.
"Mister Sorrenson, Nordic Cruise Lines booked those two gentlemen into cabins with our wives. Mister Bostic was spending the week with Mrs. Bartel and Mister Mankey was sharing a cabin with my wife. It appears that Nordic Cruise Lines is running some sort of sex-on-the-high-seas-cruise. You are catering to married women who are looking for a way to spend time with their lovers. I am sure that you are fully covered for something like this from a legal standpoint, but it sure as hell looks and sounds sleazy to me."
"Mister Connor, I understand your frustration with the actions of your wives, but surly you don't think that the cruise line encourages or condones activities of this sort. We are a family oriented company and intend to stay that way."
Neither Barry nor I had an answer for him. Oh, we had plenty to say, but at the moment it felt like no comment was the best comment. We both leaned back in our chairs and smiled. Sorrenson seemed a little flustered, but still in control.
"I am afraid that we are going to have to report this to the authorities. They will probably have some questions for you."
"What authorities? We are on the high seas. You are the authorities aren't you?"
"Mister Connor. Mister Bartel. I would like you to avoid any contact with Mister Mankey and Mister Bostic for the rest of the cruise. Can you give me some assurance that you will not cause any problems until we arrive at Miami?"
Barry and I smiled and nodded. The entire group disappeared and left us sitting alone. We spent the rest of the evening in the cabin, sending E-mails to every crappy media outlet in the county. We exaggerated and downright lied about a lot of stuff, but figured that if just one or two of them picked it up, we would be vindicated. We even included a few pictures, even though we knew that they couldn't be published.
The next morning we had a full breakfast in the dining room. Clayton and Calvin did not show up for the meal. We walked past their rooms later and saw breakfast dishes sitting outside of their cabin doors.
When the ship docked at Grand Cayman Islands, we watched as Calvin went down the gangplank with his luggage. Good old Calvin was abandoning ship. He was leaving his buddy behind to face the music alone.
Barry and I decided to enjoy a day on shore. There wasn't a whole lot to do, but we did get to swim with the manta rays. It was fun, but I kept thinking about that damn crocodile hunter guy. It was the only thing that we did on the whole trip that wasn't revenge motivated.
That evening, we enjoyed a full service meal again. Clayton was nowhere to be seen. He might have left the ship after we did, but I seriously doubted it.
Barry had over thirty E-mail responses to the postcard that we had sent out. Most of them were of the LOL type, but a few were either serious or took us to task for doing such a despicable thing.We were glad to know that they had reached our target audience. Friends and acquaintances seemed to think it was humorous, but replies from family members took us to task. There were no messages from either Sheila or Greta.



We would be home tomorrow, so we made sure that both of the cell phones were fully charged. Before turning in for the night, we sent out thirty-two press releases, even though we had no idea what a press release was or how it should be prepared or delivered. We made sure that we sent one to Piccolo World Tours, the company that held the franchise for The Good Time Travel Agency. We went a little overboard by accusing Nancy Rayborne of planning trips so that married housewives could have romantic get-a-ways with their boyfriends. We made it seem a lot worse than it really was, but what the hell, we were trying to make a point and she did deserve it. The rest of them went to newspapers and TV exposé shows. Hopefully, we would get some type of response.
It had been a good day and we slept well.
We had a casual breakfast on the Lido deck the next morning. After we finished, Barry turned on his cell phone. He had six missed calls which were all from his sister. I had only one; from my dad. We separated and both made our first calls since we started the trip.
"Dad. It's John. I see that you tried to call. What is going on?"
"Well son, I assume that you know a lot more about that then I do. All I know is that Sheila showed up Wednesday and took the boys with her. I know that you told me not to let her have them, but I couldn't stop her. I went by the house later, but she wasn't there. Since the front door was unlocked, I went in and looked around. Most of her clothing and the kids clothing was gone. It looked like she was in a hurry to go someplace."
"She didn't say anything at all about where she was going?"
"Jason was squawking a little about having to leave and I heard her say something about Knoebel's Grove. That seemed to make him happy."
"Sheila's sister, Loretta, lives in Mount Carmel. That must be where she went. I'll see if I can find a phone number and give her a call."
"John. We got the postcard with the pictures. Do you mind telling us what the hell is going on?"
"I think it is pretty self-explanatory, dad. Shelia decided to take an ocean cruise with a guy that she worked with. She left me at home to take care of the kids while she was enjoying another man's company."
"What do you want me to do, son?"
"Did you lock up the house?"
"Yeah."
"That's about all that I could think of. Barry and I were not planning on returning home right away, but things look a little different now. I figured that Sheila would stay at the house with the kids. I have no idea why she left."
"So what are you going to do?"
"I am not sure, but I think I'll see you in a day or so. In the meantime, I'll keep you posted. Thanks for the call, dad."
I wandered over and got a coffee refill, while Barry was still talking. He didn't look happy. We had both guessed that our wives would return home to the kids, and had planned to stay away for a few months while we decided what to do. We were planning on looking for work in the Pensacola area.
Barry came back with a dejected look on his face. He grabbed a Danish off the buffet table and plopped down in the lounge chair aside of me.
"Damn it man, you look as happy as I feel." My traveling companion gave me a weak smile and a grunt.
"She took off, John. Greta took off and left the kids with my sister."
"What? She left the kids? What did she say?"
"According to Beth, not much of anything. She thanked Beth for looking after them and then talked to the girls for a few minutes. Beth said her car was packed with clothes. I don't know how she found out that I left the kids there. She was by herself when she drove away."
"What about the house?"
"Beth's husband said that nobody was staying at the house. All the furniture and stuff was still inside, but Greta was not living there. He didn't go in, but I am guessing that all of her clothing is gone."
"Well things didn't go as planned on my end either. Sheila found out that my parents had the boys and picked them up there. I think that she went up to her sisters place in Mount Carmel, but I am not sure. She took all of her clothes and the boy's clothing with her. Looks like my house is empty also."
We sat without speaking for a few moments. Barry looked over at me and sighed. "I know it's early morning, but I need a beer."
We spent the rest of our cruise time in the Lido Lounge drinking more beer than we were used to. We did wander over to the dockside railing as the ship pulled in, and watched the weary passengers leaving to go home. We didn't see Clayton departing, but it was pretty crowded. Our friendly bartender informed us that the lounge was now closed, so we made our way down to the cabin where we found all of our things packed up and sitting in the passageway.
We had been informed that we were going to be met by the authorities to answer for our threatening behavior. We didn't really know what authorities they were talking about, but it didn't matter anyway. No one escorted us off the ship and no one was waiting to meet us. It was an anti-climax to say the least. It is not that I was disappointed, but we were hoping for a little media attention. There was none; zip; zilch.
Barry and I got the last two seats on the airport limo/van. The one-way tickets home with no advance notice were expensive as hell, but we didn't feel that we had any choice. We didn't talk much on the flight back. Things did not go as planned and we were both a little despondent.
Barry still had his kids, but no wife. I didn't have my kids or my wife.
Getting back to the empty house was not pleasant. There were no notes or messages from Sheila anywhere in the house or on the phones. I called her work number and discovered that she no longer worked at International Casualty. I didn't know for sure, but I was guessing that Greta, Clayton, and Calvin no longer worked there either. I spent the rest of the first day straightening out things in the house and throwing out items that belonged to Sheila that she missed or didn't want.
Barry was greeted the same way. All he had to go on was the short trip that Greta made to say goodby to her daughters. Beth said that Greta was crying as she left the house.
Both of us had cut off any access to credit cards or money. Greta was a big girl and could make it on her own, but Sheila had Todd and Jason. I had to figure out some way to see that they were taken care of. I was upset because she took them, but had to understand that she was their mother and had basic instincts to take care of them and protect them. Apparently, Greta was not sure enough to take the risk. It was a no win situation all around, at least for the kids.
Barry and his daughters moved into their house and things seemed to normalize for them, as well as could be expected. Beth watched the girls while Barry was at work and helped Barry around the house as much as she could.
My life was totally different. All I had to look forward to was TV and micro-waved dinners. I checked around a little and found out that Calvin Bostic had left town immediately after he was fired. Clayton had been fired also. No nobody knew where he was working or living.
I had called Sheila's sister, Loretta, to find out what happened to the kids, but had no luck. Loretta claimed that Sheila had stayed one night and then left without telling anybody where she was going. I didn't really believe her, but had to accept what she said until I found out different.
As odd as it may seem, Barry and I seemed to drift apart. He had his family, or part of it, and I had nothing. I tried spending time with him and the girls, but it never felt comfortable.
At the beginning of the new school year, I went to the administration office at the boy's old school. I told them that I wanted to make sure that Todd and Jason's school records had been properly forwarded. A very helpful young lady was more than eager to assure me that the records had been sent to North Schuylkill Elementary School in Frackville, two weeks earlier. She seemed proud of herself for having the information available and I thanked her profusely.
It didn't take long for me to get the new cell phone number that Sheila was using. I had to try the number three times before she finally answered. Caller ID is a nice function, unless somebody is using it to avoid talking to you. I kept the conversation short. I asked her to meet me at the food court in the Frackville Mall.
I was waiting for over half an hour until she showed up. It was our first contact since her love cruise, and I was determined not to mention it at all. I had a large coffee sitting in front of me, but it was cold by the time that she sat down. Neither of us spoke or greeted one another. Finally, I had to break the ice.
"I want you and the boys to move back into the house."
Sheila squirmed a little in the hard plastic mall seat. She hadn't picked up a drink before coming to the table, so her hands were empty.
"All four of us; together?"
"No. Just you and the boys. I have a small apartment lined up nearby. The house will be more familiar and comfortable for Todd and Jason. They can go back to their old school and I can get to see them on a regular basis."
"I can't afford to live in the house."
"I'll take care of the rent and utilities. I'll give you money for food and other household expenses. I'll also take care of the boy's clothing and school expenses."
"What about me?"
"You are a big girl, Sheila. I think that you can take care of yourself."
"I'll have to work."
"Set it up so that you can work while the boys are in school or in the evenings so that I can watch them. I am sure that you will be able to find something."
It was a bittersweet moment for her. I don't know what she was expecting or willing to accept. Her eyes seem to dart around the mall as her brain was working, or she was looking for something. I am sure that from her point of view, there was good and bad about the offer.
"Okay. I'll do it for the sake of the boys. You are right. It would be better for them. When would you like to do this?"
"I'll get moved out in the next couple of days and you can move in whenever it is convenient for you."
It was done. The whole conversation took less time than I had waiting in that damn hard chair. We both sat quietly for a few moments.
"John. Is there anything else that you want to talk about?"
That was my cue to leave. I immediately stood up and set the empty paper cup on the table.
"No!"
I am not sure, but I think that I saw a small tear in her eye before I walked away and out of the mall. She was still sitting there when I looked back.
The next six months were uneventful. Sheila got a job that allowed her to work while the boys were in school. I kept them at my apartment over the weekend and she had them during the week. Barry received a petition for divorce, or whatever it is called, from Greta. It came from Nevada. His daughters were living with him and they seemed to have everything under control. I think his sister and mother were helping out.
Things at work were going a lot better than expected. Unfortunately, in order to move up in the company, I would have to relocate. Under the circumstances, I was hesitant to consider moving.
It was getting close to Christmas when everything went to crap.
I was just getting back from lunch when I found Todd and Jason waiting in my office.
"What's going on? Why aren't you guys in school?"
"The furnace broke down. They sent us all home." Jason was just looking at his feet while Todd started talking.
"What are you doing here?"
"We went home first and then we decided to come here."
"The key was under the mat. You could get in, right?"
Both of them were looking at the floor now.
"What's going on? What are you guys hiding?"
Jason decided to jump into the conversation. He was talking fast and seemed to be stuttering a little.
"When we got home, mom had left her bedroom door open. She was in there with that guy, Clayton."
"He was in the house, in the bedroom?"
"Yeah. They were doing it, dad. They were both naked and they were doing it, just like on the Internet."
I sat down and didn't say anything. What could I say? How could I erase the image from their minds?
Jason held out his cell phone. "Here. I took pictures."
It only took a few seconds to verify that what they had told me was true.
Todd seemed anxious to add that Clayton had been at the house several times and that Sheila had told them not to say anything about him being there. She had told them that if I got mad, they would all have to move back to Frackville.
We talked for several more minutes and decided that the boys should move in with me. I gave them the apartment key and sent them on their way. Then I made a trip to the personnel department. Minot, North Dakota didn't sound like a resort location, but they did have an immediate opening and I was now available.
I spent several hours making financial arrangements and then headed over to the house. Sheila must have been at work, because the house was empty. The bed was still unmade, so I imagined that she had come home for a nooner. I was not even aware that Clayton was still in the area. I had just finished up loading the last of the boys things into the car when she came in the front door.
"John. What the hell is going on? I thought we had an arrangement. Where are you going with that stuff?"
"The arrangement is over, Sheila. The boys and I are leaving. You can squawk all you want, but it won't make any difference."
"You can't take my boys, John. I won't let you. The court won't let you."
"I am taking them. If you want them back, you can go to court and explain things to them."
"What does that mean?" She stood there with her hands on her hips and a defiant grin on her face.
I put the last bag on the floor and faced my loving wife. "What did you do for lunch today, darling?"
"What the hell does that have to do with anything? Why do you care what I did for lunch? It is none of your damn business." She was just overflowing with attitude.
"Did you know that the heating system at the school broke down today?"
"What are you talking about?"
"The school furnace went on the blink this morning. All the kids were sent home at lunch time. I'll ask you again, dear. What did you do for lunch today?"
The bravado left her face as she slumped down into the living room sofa. She wasn't saying anything, just sitting there. I picked up the last bag, but stopped at the door before leaving.
"Jason took pictures. I hope that Clayton has health insurance, because he is going to need it. I let him slide the last time, but now he has to pay."
She didn't cry or collapse in a dead faint, but just sat there like a zombie. I was careful not to slam the door, because I didn't want to destroy the mood.
We bought a small trailer and had everything packed by the end of the week. I drove by Clayton Mankey's house, but the landlord claimed that he had left the day before, and left no forwarding address. I decided that Clayton would be a good project for a later date. I found out that Sheila had contacted a lawyer about custody of the boys, but never tried to contacted me about it.
We adapted to our new home quickly and the boys both loved it. For some odd reason, they never seemed to miss their mother. It was just about six months to the day when I received the divorce papers from Carson City, Nevada. She asked for nothing and I offered nothing. It always bothered me that she had not fought harder to get custody of her sons. I think about that a lot, but never mention it.
I do think that it is important that the boys have a mother. Next week I am going to start shopping for one. Todd and Jason agreed to help.
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It was like waking up from a bad dream, but a little worse. Even though I didn't have a blindfold on, I couldn't see anything. I was all crunched up and lying on my side. My hands were tied together in front of me with something that was cutting into my wrists. It was sharper and less bulky than rope. My feet were also fastened together, but I couldn't tell anything more than that, since I still had my work boots on. It didn't take a genius to figure out that I was in a car trunk. My brain was working overtime with no results. I had a headache and the back of my neck hurt like hell.
Struggling just made me uncomfortable. There was nothing that I could do. I wasn't gagged, but there didn't seem to be any good reason to yell. The car rumbled across several sets of railroad tracks that bounced me around a bit so that my head and elbow slammed into something hard. Hell, I was in a car trunk, so it could be anything. After a second set of railroad tracks, I could feel the car turn onto a gravel road.
It was rougher than the asphalt and quite a lot noisier. I slid to the back of the trunk as the car started up an incline. My brain started working. Where were there gravy roads going uphill in the area? Nothing was clicking and I was coming up with no answers. It only took a few more minutes for the road to turn from gravel to totally rough. It wasn't a road anymore; it was a trail.
Everything was hurting now. Each rock in the road caused another bruise somewhere as I got bumped around. And then it was all quiet. The car had stopped and the engine was turned off. My body was crushed against the rear of the trunk. I was no longer trying to figure out where I was. Now I was just thinking about what was going to happen next.
My mind was functioning at full capacity, but it didn't seem to be prudent to let that fact be known. I waited silently while I heard the trunk latch pop open and the drivers' door open and close. That was followed by another door. Were there two of them? I opened my eyes enough to see the dim light coming in through the cracked trunk lid. It wasn't electric light, but something more natural.
The trunk lid popped up suddenly and I was greeted with the glare of a flashlight directly into my face. My eyes squinted in reaction to the brightness, so I was no longer going to be able to fake unresponsiveness. I tried to turn my head away from the light as my eyes adjusted. It didn't work.
"Okay asshole. Out of the trunk."
I immediately determined that whoever this guy was, he wasn't a friend. I struggled a little, but was not able to lift myself enough to get clear of my mini-prison.
"You're joking right? There is no way I can get out of here trussed up like this."
My eyes still hadn't adjusted to the surroundings because of the constant light in my face. I heard my host make a few grunts mixed with some mild cuss words as he cut the plastic straps holding my feet together. With an unceremonious fling, he had my legs over the back of the car almost to the ground. He backed up some and shined the light towards my feet.
As I got out of the car, I noticed that there was only one guy. A shovel was propped up against the side of the car. I quickly assumed that it had been in the back seat of the car. He was a big brute; over 6 feet and at least 250 pounds. I had seen him before, but couldn't recall where. He had the flashlight in his left hand and a revolver in his right. It looked like a .38 police special; not hefty enough to be a .357.
Big brute pointed the flashlight to the uphill side of the road where a chain was stretched across a side road. I recognized it. It was a fire trail that led up to the top of Neversink Mountain toward the ranger station. I glance over my shoulder and was now looking at the city lights. You could see the whole town from up here and at night it was beautiful. The fire trail up to the top was not open to the public.
I was standing on a mountain road with my hands tied in front of me and a gun pointed at my back. I was trying to figure out what I had done to piss this guy off, but came up empty. He clicked off the flashlight and now all we had was the light of the moon. That was the warm luminescence that I had seen coming through the crack in the trunk lid.
Big brute stuck the flashlight into his jacket pocket and picked up the shovel. He waved the gun towards me and grunted out one word; "Move."
The moonlight was bright enough to easily walk up the fire trail. Every once in a while, a cloud or some tree cover would make things darker, but never enough to stop us from walking. It was all uphill and it was all rough. My mind wandered from my predicament as I found myself trying to figure out how the park people got their vehicles up this damn road. Big brute kept tripping over the rocks in the trail and every time it was followed with a curse word. Interesting that he was big, but clumsy. At some spots, fallen leaves made the trail surface slippery which seemed to annoy my host even more.
"Stop!" That sudden command was followed with another. "Move!" The flashlight was back on and shining to the right. There was a flat spot of sorts dead ahead; as flat as could be expected considering the terrain on the mountain. It was only a few feet until we came to the hole in the ground.
Things became a little clearer now. I had a pretty good idea what was in store for me, but still didn't know why. It was a crappy hole. It wasn't square and it was only about 4 feet deep at one end and maybe two feet at the other. The shallow end had a big rock in the middle of it. What kind of an idiot would decide to dig a grave on the rockiest hill in the whole damn county? Not only was it rock, but it was granite. There were hundreds of coal silt flats in the area that would have been really easy to dig in.
Big brute was holding the flashlight and the shovel in his left hand and the gun in his right. He motioned for me to get closer to the hole and I decided that this was not a good idea. There had to be an alternative. He was right behind me as I inched forward. Just as I got the feeling that I was about to get shoved, I bent over, turned, and rushed at him. I was trying to get behind him somewhat so that I could do the pushing.
My plans were ruined by an extremely loud gunshot and a searing pain in the right side of my chest. The son-of-a-bitch shot me as he fell into the hole. I didn't fall down. I just sort of sat on my ass quite hard. I did notice that trying to breath was not a good idea. What the hell was the alternative? While I was lamenting my bad fortune, I noticed that big brute was cussing and moaning at the same time. It looked like I was successful in getting him into the hole instead of me. In great pain, I leaned over and surveyed the bottom of my intended resting place.
My adversary had apparently broken his ankle when he fell into my grave. He was holding his right foot and sort of rocking back and forth. The flashlight was lying on the ground beside him, which put an eerie glow on the inside of the pit.
It was an opportunity, but an opportunity to do what? There was no way that I could run anywhere with the hole in my chest. I could barely breath, let alone go walk. On the good side, there was no way that he could chase me with a bad ankle. I assumed that it was broken. It might have been just sprained. He still had the gun down there somewhere. That was not good.
Since the gun now appeared to be my biggest problem, I felt that I had to do something about it. The struggle to get to my feet caused me to cough up an awful lot of blood. It filled my mouth and ran down my chin. I was breathing in short gasps. There was no way in hell that I could even think of taking a deep breath. I hesitated at the edge of the opening for just a moment and then leapt in, feet first right at his head. I was glad I still had my work boots on. My left foot hit directly on big brute's head, but the right boot landed on his neck. I heard a loud crack and ended up lying on top of him.
It hurt like the dickens. It hurt when I moved and it hurt when I coughed, and I was coughing a lot. The flashlight was close by so it was the first thing that I grabbed. Big brute was quiet. He wasn't cursing or moaning anymore. I shined the light on his face. There was no reaction. I didn't actually check for a pulse, but I assumed that I had either killed him or rendered him unconscious. Either way, it was good.
The light also clearly showed the bright red blood that I had spewed all over big brute and myself. I knew what the bright color meant; I had a hole in my lung. If I didn't get help soon, I would drown in my own blood.
I grabbed the gun that was lying beside the flashlight and then rummaged though big brute's pockets until I found my cell phone plus another throw-away cell phone. Getting out of the hole was easier then I thought it would be. I just stepped up from his body to the big rock on the end and then to solid ground.
It was only a few feet back to the trail. I sat with my back to one of the Sassafras trees that dotted the hill, and took out my cell phone.
"911! What's your emergency?"
"Hi. I am up on the Neversink Mountain fire trail and I need help."
"Sir. That area is restricted. Access is for park personnel only." She sounded young and as if she was trying her best to be professional.
"I know that, you dimwit. I have been shot and I have a dead man lying on the ground beside me. I need an ambulance and some police. I don't need a lecture about personal property regulations."
There was a short pause on the other end of the line.
"Sir. An EMT unit has been dispatched to your location. I am also notifying the local and county police. Please do not turn off your cell phone. It will help us locate you. Sir? Sir? Are you there? Are you all right?"
"No damn it. I am not all right. I have been shot. I am going to put the phone down now."
Well that little episode ended up with me having another little coughing fit. Most of the liquid coming out of my mouth ran down the front of my jacket. There was no doubt in my mind that it was more bright red blood. I made a conscious effort to try and breathe at a regular steady rate which was a difficult task considering the pain. My eyes seemed to be blurring up and I could also tell that I was sweating like crazy. The cool night air seemed cold when it hit the damp skin.
I had a choice of wallowing in my pain and misery or trying to figure out what the hell was going on. This guy went to a lot of effort. There had to be a good reason for what he did. It wasn't random; it was planned. Why did he have a disposable cell phone? I took his phone from my pocket and looked at it for a long time. It was going to provide all of the answers. Somebody else was involved, and the cell phone log would tell me who. Now was not the best time to check out the phone. I was too groggy and too unstable. I carefully placed it back into my jacket pocket.
I was just starting to think about the other people who might possibly be interested in my demise, when I heard the sirens in the distance. Who had a grudge or who might profit if I disappeared? If it was for insurance purposes, big brute would not be trying to hide my corpse. They needed a body to collect death benefits. It had to be something else, but what? The sirens got louder. I didn't know how much time had actually passed, but they seemed to be responding better than I expected.
The flashing lights were popping in and out between the trees as the vehicle made its way up the hill. I was hoping that it would be the medical personnel first. I shined the flashlight down the trail and I could see big brute's car about 100 yards away. If I could see the car then the police and medics could see me. Two minutes later, the EMT unit became visible. The last thing that I remembered was dropping the flashlight.
I woke up with a headache. My eyes were still shut, but my head hurt like hell. I was trying to push all the mental cobwebs aside and figure out where I was when I decided that it might be quicker if I looked around. As soon as I squinted a little, I knew the answer, and breathed a mental sigh of relief. The mint green walls were the first thing I noticed, but that was followed by the hospital smell. The right side of my chest hurt when I inhaled. That brought me back to reality really quickly.
I remembered the shooting, the mountain, and the ride in the car trunk. It wasn't a dream. It was all real, but that didn't make it good. I was thirsty as all hell, but my mouth felt like crap. When I tried to move my hand to my mouth, I realized that I had an IV or some type of tube attached to it. I wouldn't have been able to touch my mouth anyhow, because there was a plastic mask over my face. It was breathing for me, or at least helping me breathe.
"Dad! You're awake. Welcome back. Welcome to the real world."
Turning my head toward the voice, I squinted and saw my son, Brian. "What the hell are you doing here? Why aren't you in school?" Brian was a senior at Penn State and I didn't want him missing classes, especially with the tuition I was paying to keep him there.
"It's okay. I needed a break. I got a week off. Relax."
I did a quick survey of the room. It was small and it didn't look as if I was sharing it with anyone else. There were no flowers, thank God, but there were three Mylar balloons floating around the ceiling in one corner. I finished my look-around and looked back at the balloons. "Where did they come from?"
Brian gave a little laugh and smiled. "They came from the Oompa Loompa. She stops in here twice a day and brings one in each time."
I tried to laugh, but had to cut it short. "Who the hell is the Oompa Loompa?"
"Don't know dad. I never saw her before. She is about five feet tall and just as wide. Wears a blue uniform. I thought at first she was some kind of peppermint girl, or whatever they call them."
"You mean a candy striper?"
"Yeah. I guess."
So much for the polite conversation. I starting thinking about my situation again. There were questions that I needed answered. I noticed that Brian had given some type of signal to one of the passing nurses. I assumed that my resurrection was something that they were looking forward to.
"Brian. Do you happen to know what is wrong with me?"
'Dad. You have been shot. You have a .. let's see now." My son was trying to find something on the clipboard at the end of the bed. "Ah, here it is. You have a pneumothorax."
"In English, please?"
"You got a hole in your right lung where some guy shot you."
"Yeah. I seem to remember that, now that you mention it."
We both sat quietly for a few moments. I was gathering my wits and I assumed that my son was waiting patiently for a doctor to show up.
"How long have I been here?"
"Over two days." Damn. It must have been worse that I thought.
"Where is your mother? Why isn't she here?"
His silence was deafening. I was going to repeat the question, but decided not to. I just looked at him.
I watched my son squirm around in his chair for a few moments before he answered.
"She is in jail, Dad. Grandpop Simmons is trying to make bail for her, but he is not having much luck."
"That doesn't make sense. Why is your mother in jail?"
"Dad, she is being charged with conspiracy to commit murder along with a half dozen other things. She is also being charged with the death of that guy you stomped on in that hole."
"What the hell are you talking about? Who did she try to kill? The guy who kidnapped me?"
"No. You killed that guy, but she is charged with his death because she had hired him to kill you."
One of the machines behind me was starting to beep and Nurse Ratchet, or her sister, came rushing into the room. The news that my son dropped on me did wonders for my blood pressure. She motioned for Brian to leave and then gave me a shot of something. Before the shot took effect, I was coughing into the mask that was over my face. That made a hell of a mess. I decided to relax a little and the shot that she gave me was eager to help. About that time, a doctor entered the room and gave me a once-over. He was checking everything as fast as he could, but I didn't care anymore. I just wanted to take a nap; just a short one.
I am not sure how much time had passed until I opened my eyes again. It was darker and the halls of the hospital seemed to be quieter. I glanced around the room. There were now four Mylar balloons in the corner. A strange man in a dark suit was sitting in the chair that Brian had been in earlier. He was reading a magazine, but looked bored at the same time.
I took advantage of the quiet time to check out my body. In addition to the IV in my arm, I had some kind of a tube in my chest that appeared to be draining something. There was a bandage covering an extremely sore spot in the middle of my throat, just below my Adam's apple. My entire torso was wrapped in bandages or gauze. The mask on my face had been replaced with a plastic tube stuck in my nose. It seemed to be helping me breathe. The machines were not beeping, just sort of humming away.
"Hi. My name is Stan Trumble. What's yours?"
Mister suit seemed glad to see me awake. I got the feeling that he had been there awhile.
"I am Detective Daniel Greene. I heard that you had been awake and I was hoping to get a few moments of your time."
"Okay, but don't say anything that will piss me off, or they will give me another LaLa Land shot."
He moved his chair closer to the hospital bed.
"Can I have something to drink?"
"No."
Damn that was emphatic.
"Here." Detective Greene unwrapped a lozenge that had been laying on the stand beside the bed and placed it in my mouth.
"They specifically said no liquids."
The sweet disk felt good in my mouth, but a cold beer would have felt better.
"Mister Trumble, did you know the man who took you up to Neversink Mountain three days ago?"
"No. He looked familiar, but I don't remember ever meeting him before. My son said that I killed him."
"Yeah. That's for sure. Broken neck."
"I didn't mean to kill him. I just wanted to get away."
"Don't worry about it. Nobody is holding you responsible for his death."
"My son also said that you are holding my wife for his death. Is that correct?"
"Yes, but we can discuss all that later." The answer didn't make me happy, but I believed that there was a reason he worded it the way that he did.
"So who the hell was this guy and why was I there?"
"His name was Carmine Nunizo. He was the brother in law of Richard Herring. Do you know Dick Herring?"
"Of course. Everybody knows Dick Herring, the mattress king. My wife Darlene works for him." As soon as the words left my mouth I had the epiphany.
Darlene had been working for Herring Bedding almost ten years. The first few years, she was constantly bitching about Richard. He was a poor manager, a bad supervisor, and a letch. For the last year or so, she hadn't been saying anything at all about him. That should have been the first clue. She started working overtime at the store because they had been forced to cut back on the office staff. She also started going on a few of the seminars and business expositions that were held close by; some of them overnight. Until now, I never thought a thing about any of it. I trusted her completely.
"Mister Trumble. Do see where this is going, or do I need to be a little more specific?"
"No, unfortunately, I think that I have it. I don't like it, but I do have it."
I pointed towards the bed stand and Detective Greene unwrapped another lozenge for me.
"Detective, I understand the where, when, and who, but can you tell me why?"



"Herring Bedding is going under. Richard Herring is broke. You have over two million dollars in life insurance. Mister Herring and your wife were planning on keeping the company going with the insurance that she got from your death."
"But how were there going to collect the money if they buried my body?"
"Your grave was going to be discovered by a group of bird watchers sometime next week. There are two migratory flights that come through the area twice a year and birding groups are given permission to enter the mountain at those times."
"How did you find all of this out? Did they come in and confess?"
"Not exactly. The cell phone that you took off of Carmine's body had a log of the calls that he made to his brother-in-law and to your wife. We checked the calls on Dick Herring's phone and on your wife's phones also. It proved to be quite interesting."
"Are you telling me that you have enough information off of those cell phones to charge my wife with murder?"
"No. We got all that from Mister Herring. When he found out that he was going to be charged with the murder of his brother-in-law, as well as your attempted murder, he couldn't start talking fast enough. He had a lawyer and was cutting a deal before your wife knew what was happening. Once she found out that Herring turned on her, she confessed to everything, and tried to blame him. She has decided to plead guilty so that there will be no trial, but she will probably get a more severe punishment than Herring."
"Well that sucks for her. Was it his idea or was it her idea, to have me killed?"
"We don't know. We may never know. On the good side, you are still alive."
"Do you actually need anything from me, Detective Greene?"
"No, not really. I wanted to see that you were okay and also to bring you up-to-date on what happened. I would rather that you found out from me than from reading it in the papers. Do you have any more questions?"
I thought carefully for a few moments. "Yeah. Who the hell is bringing me those balloons?"
The man in the suit was softly laughing. "Her name is Donna, and she said that if you woke up I should tell you and that her last name is Dimwit."
I gave him a quizzical look and he smiled. "She is the 911 operator who took your call. She said you called her a dimwit and she realized that at the time she was acting like one. She was new on the job and felt real bad about saying something stupid."
He must have left the room right after that, because the next thing I knew it was daylight. Brian was there again and helped me with my first tray of food. Darlene had been denied bail and was set for sentencing at the end of the month. Dick Herring had gotten out on bail and disappeared. His business was going down the tubes and he had no family.
I finally met Donna Dimwit that afternoon. She was short, chunky, and full of life. Although she was a licensed nurse, she had trouble getting a job because of her weight. She couldn't work on an EMT team because of the physical agility requirements. 911 was her next best option. I was released from the hospital three days later, but required home care for another two weeks. Donna was on the visiting nurses register and with one call I was able to arrange for her to see to my needs.
Darlene was sentenced to ten years, but Brian said she would probably be out in eight. I never got to see her before she left for Muncy. She never tried to contact me and I had no intention of calling her. Poor Brian was caught in the middle and I promised not to fault him in any way.
Two weeks later I filed for divorce. Donna made macaroni and cheese for supper.
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I don't know how we ended up hosting the damn party, because I really hated them. Harrington Gibbs was the guest of honor. Rich beyond my wildest imagination and the envy of my wife. Harrington and my wife, Gail, had been an item at Cornell for three years. Harrington went on to Oxford while Gail and I stayed behind to carry on the Cornell tradition; whatever that is. I didn't actually meet Gail until after Harrington had left. They separated with the agreement that they would both be able to see other people.
I got my MBA and Gail and I eventually married, had two children, and lived happily ever after; until today. Harrington Gibbs returned after twenty years, richer and better looking than ever. Grace and Garry Junior were both away at college, leaving us with the proverbial empty nest. When Harrington announced his return, Gail was more excited than I had seen her since college.
I always knew that she still cared for him. In many ways, I found it extremely irritating, but I tried not to let my displeasure show. I wasn't as good looking as Harrington and I wasn't as rich, but I was her husband. My biggest complaint happened in the bedroom. Several times when we were having really intense intercourse, Gail would call out his name. There is nothing that puts a damper on hot sex faster than a woman who refers to you in the heat of passion by another man's name. It got to the point where I became paranoid about being called Gibby while I was riding my wife. She never could understand why I lost interest in the middle of a wonderful romp. I never explained it to her.
So here we are hosting a party for my wife's old lover Gibby. The one that she fantasizes about while I ring her chimes. How could I not hate this man.
There were only about twenty people, but that was more than I was interested in having. It was a warm summer evening so we had everything outside by the pool. I had several grills set up and the guests were all free to pick at the food throughout the evening. I tried to stay out of the way and play the timid, retiring host.
Of course, Harrington was the center of attraction and to put more icing on the cake, he came with his new yellow Lamborghini Murcielago. Not only did he brag about his car, but also about the $500,000 price tag that came with it. Everybody got to gawk at the auto and most of the ladies got to take a ride, including Gail of course.
As the guests departed, I flitted around like a good husband and started collecting the empty soldiers and dirty dishes. Finally, it was just Gail, Harrington, and myself. Oh, had I mentioned before that Gail invited Harrington to spent the night at our place? We had plenty of room since the kids were away at college. Surprise! Surprise!
"Why don't you two guys sit down and I'll mix you up a real drink to end the evening with? I think we have had enough beer. Gibby, would you like a Tom Collins?"
I cringed when she called him that. I immediately felt emasculated. He smiled and nodded. I swear that I saw him smirk in my direction.
"Garry, I'll get you a Gin and Tonic, and myself a Salty Dog. You guys just relax a little. It's been a long day. I'll be right back."
Harrington Gibbs and I sat quietly for several moments. I didn't have anything that I wanted to talk to him about. Looking for some way to break the tedium, I claimed that I had to disconnect the propane bottle from the grills. Harrington took the opportunity to see that his yellow bird was closed up for the night. As he walked out to the garage area, I started to work on the grill tanks. The garages were separate from the house, something that my father had always insisted upon.
As I was taking the first tank off, I glanced through the kitchen window. Gail was coming down the hallway to the kitchen with a small bottle in her hand. I stopped what I was doing and watched as she opened the bottle and took out three small capsules. It was my prescription bottle of Ambien. For me, Ambien was a killer sleeping pill. It only took one of them to put me out for at least ten hours. I watched as my wife opened and dumped three capsules into my Gin and Tonic glass. Harrington was coming back from the garage area, so I finished up what I was doing and we both returned to the comfort of our lounge chairs, just as Gail was coming out with our drinks.
Gail and Harrington, or Gibby, spent the next few minutes reminiscing about the old days at college. Of course I didn't know any of the people or places that they talked about, but I tried to fain interest as I faked sipping at my Gin and Tonic. It was hard to dump out the drink without losing the ice, but I managed. As the drink went down, I noticed that Gail and Harrington were exchanging glances. I purposely started to lose interest in their conversation and started to rest my eyes. With one final fake flourish, I finished my nighttime cocktail, placed the empty glass on the table, and settled comfortably back in the lounge. I swear I heard Gail giggle.
They waited at least twenty minutes and then both of them carefully picked me up and carried me to the bed room. I made a few mumbling noises which caused Gail to giggle again, as they took off my shoes.
Ten minutes, later I was up and wide awake. I was amazed at how clear-headed and determined I felt. I put my shoes back on and started down the hallway. Gail and Harrington were in Grace's room and there was no doubt what they were doing from the sounds that they were making. I wondered for a moment if Gail might accidentally call him Garry. I could have very easily gone into the room and ended it all right then and there, but that would not have been any fun.
When I got to the garage, I wasn't sure what I was going to do. I wanted to push the Lamborghini out of the garage, but the damn thing was locked and I didn't have a key. The sun roof was open so I reached in and opened the driver's door. Now I could go to work, but I still couldn't push it.
I started out with three old cans of charcoal lighter fluid. I didn't even have a charcoal grill any more. Two cans inside and one on the roof. I popped the trunk and the hood for better access. Boy, that V12 was beautiful. I had one gallon of paint thinner for the engine compartment and I topped it off with a couple of cans of Coleman Fuel. As I worked my way around the garage, I was surprised at the treasures that I found. There was a half of a gallon of Kerosene that went into the back seat. A partial can of turpentine covered the inside of the trunk. I poured a gallon of muratic acid over the top of the car, which didn't make sense, because I was planning on burning it anyhow. To finish things off, I tossed a small box of leftover fireworks inside; mostly roman candles and rockets.
It was going to be a shame to lose Gail's Volvo wagon and my Jeep Liberty, but it would be worth it. I stood in the doorway at the far end of the garage and tossed in a lit railroad flare. It took me less than a minute to get back to the house and to the bedroom. The inside of the garage was lit up like Christmas. Gail and Harrington were still busy at it when I passed their room.
I took four Ambien capsules out of the bottle and swallowed them. At the last minute, I took another one. I wanted it to look as if I had been over dosed. I laid down on the bed and started to laugh quietly to myself.
The next thing that I remembered was some guy shining a light in my eyes and mumbling something like; "He's alive. He's alive." There was a lot of commotion as they got me out of the house into the back of an EMT unit. I was just conscious enough to realize that somebody had cut a hole in my throat and stuck something into the hole. I realized that I couldn't swallow and that something smelled like an old boyscout campfire. I remembered the smell. Something was burning. There were cops, firemen and medics. Somebody stuck a needle in my arm.
Grace and Garry Junior were sitting in my room when I woke up. I peeked with one eye to see what was happening and noticed them there.
"What's going on guys?"
"Dad. You're awake. Hold on, I'll get the nurse." Garry walked out of the room as Grace came over and sat beside me.
"How are you feeling?"
"I feel like crap. What happened?" I knew what the hell happened, but I could never let anyone else know.
"You over-dosed on your sleeping pills. You had a bad reaction and it almost killed you."
"What the hell are you talking about? I haven't taken a sleeping pill for weeks."
Grace looked a little shocked when I said that. The nurse, who came back with Garry, was all smiles. "Well, Mister Crenshaw, I will say that you are looking a lot better than you did last night."
"What the hell happened to me?"
"The best that we can tell is that you took a few too many pills and they didn't agree with you."
"I didn't take any pills. I had a couple of beers and one Gin and Tonic last night. That was it."
My nurse just cocked her head and gave me an odd look.
"Just what did they find in me? What kind of pills?"
She picked up the chart at the end of the bed and gave it a quick glance. "It says here that you ingested Zolpidem."
"What is that in English?"
"Sleeping pills."
"I have a prescription for Ambien, but I didn't take any last night."
"Mister Crenshaw, I think you better talk with some other people about this. I am not in a position to discuss this with you. I am glad you are looking better. I will notify the doctor."
Grace came back to the bed and Garry went out with the nurse.
"How did you guys get here?"
"Mom called Garry and he picked me up on the way home."
"Where is your mother, by the way? Shouldn't she be here?"
"She is talking to the police about the fire."
"What fire? Did I sleep through a fire."
"The garage burned down. The house is fine."
"Is anybody hurt?"
"Just you."
"I hate to say this, but I am a little confused."
I looked out the room window to the hallway. Garry and the nurse were talking to a tall man in a dark suit. There seemed to be a lot of hand waving, but they weren't arguing.
"Do you want some water?" I heard her, but I didn't answer.
"Dad, do you want some water?"
"Oh. Yeah. Sure. I'd love some water."
It was warm water through a sippee straw. At least it was wet.
There was a bandage on my throat where I assumed, that somebody had made an airway. I had a small plastic tube pumping oxygen into my nose which actually felt quite good. My throat was killing me. It felt raw, like hamburger meat. There was an IV in my right arm.
The tall man in the suit was just coming into the room when the doctor showed up. There was a short discussion and the suit man left. Doctor Ampham checked my heart and blood pressure, but seemed to be mostly concerned with my breathing. Ambien can cause severe swelling of the tongue and throat when taken in excess. He seemed concerned when I assured him that I had not taken any sleeping pills.
Of course you guessed it, before the doctor departed, he gave me a shot to make me sleep. Grace and Garry left and promised to be back tomorrow.
My throat felt better in the morning. Before noon, they had disconnected all of the monitoring and support equipment. Apparently my recovery was going fine.
"Good morning Mister Crenshaw. I am Detective Naranja. Are you going to be up for a few questions this morning?"
It was the tall man in the dark suit. I must have fluttered my eyes or something, because I really wasn't fully awake yet. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and made my way to the bathroom. Ahhh. No more bedpan. I sounded like a horse going in the bowl, but I didn't care. It felt good. My throat hurt, which I took as a sign that it was healing.
"Now Mister Naranja. What can I do for you?"
"You look like you are feeling better. Can you tell me what happened last Saturday night?"
"What day is today?"
"It's Tuesday."
"Damn. Time flies when you are having fun."
He tried to laugh, but it didn't work.
"Mister, I mean, Detective Naranja. The last thing that I remember about the party Saturday night is cleaning up and then having a drink with my wife and Mister Gibbs. We were sitting on the lounge chairs on the patio. I don't know where the EMT guys or whoever it was, found me."
"The police found you Mister Crenshaw. They found you unconscious in your bed."
"I am sorry. I don't ever remember going to bed."
"You didn't. You wife said that you passed out from too much drinking and that she and Mister Gibbs carried you to your bedroom."
"That's bullshit. I had three beers all night and one Gin and Tonic before bed. Three beers over five hours does not make you stinking drunk."
"You weren't drunk, Mister Crenshaw. They checked your alcohol level when they brought you in. Your level was so low that you couldn't have even qualified for a DUI."
"Why did she say that if it wasn't true?"
"It gets complicated Mister Crenshaw. I'll try and explain it to you , but you have to bear with me."
Detective Naranja and I sat quietly for several moments. I had a whole bunch of questions that I was dying to ask him, but I was also afraid that he might have a lot of questions to ask me.
"Detective Naranja. Was there a fire at my house that night? I seem to remember firemen being there when they took me away."
"Yes. Your garage burned down, along with the three cars inside of it. You don't know anything about that?" He asked that question in a coy manner, as if he was playing me. Of course I knew he was, so I tried to respond accordingly.
"The last thing that I remembered was how good it felt to stretch out on that lounge chair after the party was over."
"Mister Crenshaw, the arson inspectors will be here to talk to you later, but I have one quick question about the fire. Did you store flammables in your garage?"
"Yes. That's why I had the garage built separately from the main house. My father was always afraid of garage fires and I guess I got that little quirk from him. The house wasn't damaged, was it?"
"No. The fire was concentrated in the garage area."
"Any idea what started it?"
"Oh yes. There is no doubt. It was arson. The fire was deliberately set by someone, for some reason."
I guess I should have been a little more clever about the whole thing, but at the time I didn't give a damn. Hell, I still don't.
"I guess somebody didn't like the party."
My witty reply got me a small smirk that told me he was not amused at my answer.
"So, Detective Naranja, if this is something that the fire department is looking into, why are you here?"
"Mister Crenshaw. You didn't take any sleeping pills the night of the party, did you?"
"No. Apparently, I didn't need them."
"The hospital did a complete work up, because of your condition when they brought you in. You had a little alcohol in your system, but not enough to cause a problem. What they did find is that you had been given a large dose of sleeping pills. You had a prescription for the sleeping pills, which were found in your medicine cabinet."
"I hadn't taking any of those sleeping pills in weeks. I only use them when I am having problems at work. What did you mean when you said that I had been given a large dose?"
"Mister Crenshaw. We had a team check around the house after everyone left and we found the glass that was apparently used for your Gin and Tonic. The lab found Ambien residue in the bottom of the glass."
"My wife made that drink for me."
Detective Naranja did not respond. He just sat quietly as if he was waiting for another response from me.
"Did my wife drug me?" I figured a straight-on question would get a straight answer.
He nodded in the affirmative, but didn't say anything.
"Do you know this for sure or is it just conjecture?"
"Your wife denied it at first, but admitted that she did it after Mister Gibbs told us the whole story."
"Are you saying that Harrington Gibbs and my wife conspired to drug me? Why?"
Well, that question caused Detective Naraja to squirm a little in his seat. He was professional about the whole investigation, but seemed hesitant to tell me that my wife drugged me so that she could have sex with another man. I decided to let him off the hook.
"Never mind. I think I know the answer."
"I am truly sorry, Mister Crenshaw. It is always difficult for us to have to relate information of this nature to a wronged spouse."
We sat without words again.
"I guess that is why she didn't come to see me. Where is she now?"
"Your wife is at the home of her parents. Her father posted bail for her."
"Will there be a trial?"
"No. Harrington Gibbs told us everything so that he could get off with a lighter sentence. In fact, his lawyers have just about gotten him clear of the whole thing. He stuck your wife with the full responsibility for planning and executing what happened. He claimed that he had no idea what she was doing until after it was over."
"You don't believe that do you?"
"No, but he has really good lawyers."
"What is going to happen to Gail?"
"She has confessed to everything and has agreed to whatever the court decides to avoid the publicity of a trial."
"What exactly is she being charged with?"
"Honestly, at this point, I am not sure. The officials in charge seem to be changing their minds on a regular basis. I think, but I am not sure, that they might be interested in what your feelings are?"
He worded that like a question, which I thought was interesting.
"I guess this is really something that I should discuss with her, but I am willing to drop all the charges if she agrees to a quick, no-fault, divorce."
"That will probably help, but she is still going to be charged as a civil matter. Even though you let her off the hook, she did commit a crime and there is some punishment due."
"See what you can do for her, will you? I'll contact my lawyer as soon as I can. What is going to happen about the fire?"
He shrugged his shoulders as he got out of the chair. I guess I will have to wait till I talk to the fire department personnel.
That afternoon, Garry Junior got me checked out and took me back to the house. He was able to arrange for a few days away from school to help me get settled, but it turned out to not be necessary. I was able to function completely without help. We spent a few minutes looking over the fire damage, but skipped around discussing the situation with Gail. It was an awkward position for him to be in.
Seymour Schlamp, my favorite lawyer, came over and two hours later we had a quick and dirty divorce agreement drawn up. I gave Gail the house and furniture along with half of our monetary assets, after the kid's college was prepaid. With the cost of tuition, that didn't leave much. Before Seymour left I also told him to file a one million dollar, alienation of affection suit, against Harrington. Seymour was more than happy to oblige since he would get 22% of whatever he collected.
My rental car was delivered at the same time as a Papa John's representative brought me my supper. There was plenty of beer left over from the party.
My loving wife arrived before I had completely finished my supper. She didn't come in, but rang the doorbell. I thought that this was interesting. I cleared off the kitchen table so that we could talk.
"Garry, I feel foolish saying this, but I am sorry for everything that happened. It was a stupid thing for me to do and it was for a stupid reason. I can't undo it."
"What exactly are you apologizing for? Drugging me or sleeping with Harrington?"
She wasn't crying, but her eyes were watering up. The answer was weak and mumbled. "Both."
I got myself another beer. I looked at Gail and she shook her head to indicate that she didn't want one.



"Gail. Why are you here?"
Mostly to explain what happened, but also to talk about the divorce."
"Let's do the divorce thing first. What do you want?"
"I don't want the house or the furniture, and you can keep all of the money that is left."
"That will leave you with nothing."
"I couldn't make the mortgage payments and I don't want to be bothered with having to sell it. I will probably be away for a few years and won't be able to use it anyhow."
"Okay. I'll have Seymour change it. Anything else?"
"No. Just make it as quick and painless as possible."
"Are you sure you don't want a beer?"
"No. Garry, I am sorry about Harrington. It was wrong and I have no excuse."
"There must have been a reason?"
"I know. I thought about that a lot. Harrington and I were always good together. We were friends and understood each other. The sex was always great, not just good, but great."
"And between us?"
"Garry we made love. Gibby and I didn't do that; we just had sex. I know that sounds like a tired old cliché, but it's true. Sometimes, when you and I made love, it was so good, that I would find myself saying his name. I knew when it happened and always felt bad about it. It was a reflex that I couldn't help."
"So what you are saying is that I was a better lover, but Harrington was a better sex partner?"
"It sounds so juvenile when you say it that way, but that is about it."
"Were you planning on going away with him?"
"Oh hell no! He was great in the sack, but there is no way in hell I would ever choose to live with him. You were a perfect husband, father, and provider. I would never give that up."
"But you threw it away."
Now she was crying. It was controlled, but it was crying.
"It was twenty years since Gibby and I were together. I wanted to experience the thrill of unabashed sex one more time before we settled into our golden age."
"We are still in our forties. What the hell are you talking about?"
"I wasn't sure if I would ever see him again."
"Now you are just talking bullshit. You can babble about all the silly little reasons why you did it, but it will not make any difference. You cheated. It is cut and dry. I really don't want to hear anymore. Are you done yet?"
"Yes. I am done. I won't bother you any more, but I do know that it was you."
"What does that mean?"
"You burned the garage down. You set the whole thing up. I can't blame you. You were fully justified in everything that you did, but you did do it. You weren't just a victim. I have been married to you for almost twenty-five years and I know you better than you think."
"Are you saying that I set you up?"
"You know that you did and so do I."
"What did you tell the police?"
"Nothing. Who would believe me? You made such a good victim that I wouldn't stand a chance."
I finished my beer and leaned back in my chair smiling at her. There is no way in hell that I was going to admit anything.
"Garry. How did you know that Harrington and I were having sex if you were unconscious in the bedroom?"
I sat there with the silly grin on my face.
"When the EMT people took you out of the house, you had your shoes on. When Gibby and I put you to bed, I took your shoes off. How did they get back on, Garry?"
That shrewd deduction got her a shrug to go along with the grin.
"You didn't drink the Gin and Tonic that I gave you. Somehow you knew that it had been tampered with. You tricked us into thinking that you had finished it off, but you never did. Did you?"
I got up and dropped my empty into the trash can.
"You knew that I was going to be having sex with Harrington and you did nothing to stop it. What does that make you, Garry. What kind of husband would let his wife have sex with another man if he had the power to stop it?"
Her weepy facade had been replaced with arrogance. It wasn't pretty.
"Okay. I understand now. This is all my fault because I didn't stop you. You set up this whole thing so that you could have an orgy with your old boyfriend and now it is all my fault because I didn't stop you."
The arrogance disappeared as fast as it came. "Oh God. I didn't say that? I didn't say that, did I? I am so sorry Garry. That is not what I meant. When I said that, I wasn't thinking. I didn't mean that. Honest."
I got up from the table and started to leave the room. I turned slightly to look at her. "I think you better leave now. I have had enough consoling for one night."
I heard her crying as I walked into the bedroom. A few moments later, I heard the front door close.
Three months later, I was a single man. I sold the house, but didn't make any money on the deal. Gail received a sentence of three years for conspiracy to do something, but it was suspended at my recommendation. She is now living with her parents and working for one of the local banks. Harrington was more than happy to settle the law suit for five hundred thousand dollars. Somehow or other, I ended up with less than four hundred thousand. Now I know why Seymour was smiling. Harrington disappeared to his estate in Cornwall where he raised polo ponies. I don't believe he ever contacted Gail again.
Once things got settled down, I was able to arrange a transfer within the company to Dallas. Grace and Garry Junior have remained close to their mother, but I haven't spoken to her since the trial.
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It took all the self control that I had to keep from smacking her. I had been hoping that it would not come to this, but she just would not let it go. It had been three months since she brought it up for the first time. I blew her off then and also for the next nine times that she tried.
My wife, Emma, had been trying to get me to sleep with her sister, Arnette. Arnette's husband died five years ago and she had been living with us since then. She was a few years younger than Emma and not bad looking, but she was not my wife. I guess I am a little old-fashioned, but I stupidly believed in the sanctity of marriage. The first time Emma brought it up I was quite adamant in my refusal, but she was unimpressed.
Every week or so, Emma would bring the subject up again and I would always refuse. I wasn't trying to hurt Arnette's feelings by rejecting her, I just didn't think it was the right thing to do. I was also a little confused because she could have quite easily found a man outside of the house. She was pretty, smart, and had a nice body; actually it was nicer than Emma's.
It took me a while, but I finally broke the code. Clever men probably would have known what was going on right away, but I was a little naive and a little too trusting. Once I figured out what was really happening, my whole demeanor changed. On the surface, Emma was telling me that she wanted me to help her sister ease her sexual frustrations, but in reality I read it a little differently. The way that I saw it, Emma was either having an affair and looking for a way to compensate for her infidelity by trapping me a similar endeavor, or she was planning on having an affair as soon I succumbed to Arnette's charms. Both of these possibilities were unacceptable. Just to be fair, I promised myself that I would ignore her nagging for three months or ten more times. If she stopped by then, I would forget the whole thing ever happened.
Our son, Rob, joined the Navy three years ago and we only got to see him once in a while. Bethany, our daughter, married and moved to Cleveland. We never got to see her. I guess with the children gone, our marriage had become dull. I am sure that in some manner, it was all my fault.
I have had the same job since we married. I worked the nightshift, midnight to eight, at Acme Market Warehouse just out side of town. Over the years, I worked myself up to the position of supervisor. Not too many employees wanted to work that shift, but I enjoyed it. When I got home, I usually slept until late afternoon. That left Emma with the whole day to do whatever she wanted to do. I never checked up on her, because I never felt that it was necessary.
If Emma was having an affair, there was no way that I could find out about it. I am sure that other men would come up with all sorts of elaborate ways to prove infidelity, but whenever I tried to think of something, I just drew a blank.
Even if Emma had not yet done anything, I no longer felt that I could trust her. Her insistence that I sleep with Arnette was all the proof that I needed. I started to daydream about my alternatives. If I left, and I was going to, where would I go? What would I do? How would I support myself? How long would my money last? How much money could I actually get together before I left? Would I leave anything for Emma? Should I get a divorce or just leave? Was I legally responsible for supporting Emma? A computer would give me access to the answers that I needed, but I didn't have one. The limit of my technical skills was learning how to use a cell phone and an ATM machine.
" All right, I will do it."
Emma didn't say anything right away. She seemed shocked by my answer. I could tell that she wasn't expecting it, however, she was smiling.
"I will spend Saturday night with her. I'll do anything that she wants, as long as it isn't too kinky."
"Oh thank you, John. You don't know how much I appreciate this." She stammered a little. "I mean for Arnette, of course." She seemed to be blushing at her slip-of-the-tongue.
"Is this a one time thing, or are the two of you expecting some type of encore?"
"If it is all right with you, John, maybe two or three times a month. I think that you are man enough to handle it, and I know that Arnette would really appreciate it."
"I still don't understand why she can't just go out and get a man like any other woman?"
"John, there are a lot of sleazy guys out there that would take advantage of her. She can trust you and I know for a fact that you can keep her happy." I thought I saw her wink when she said that, and it pissed me off.
"Okay. I'll leave it up to you to let her know and get everything prepared. I don't want to do it in our bedroom. Other than that, I don't care. Do you want me to wear a condom?"
"No. I don't think that will be necessary."
Well Saturday night came and I will say that Arnette was a lot better in bed that Emma. Although I was not proud of what I was doing, I certainly did enjoy myself. I know that Arnette did also.
Emma was just bubbling over. She seemed to be happier about the whole situation than either Arnette or me. It pretty much convinced me that I was right about her affair or potential affair.
I was up bright and early Monday morning. Emma gave me a strange look as I left the house. It wasn't normal, considering the shift that I worked. Of course that was all about to come to an end.
I had the Country and Western station blaring on my way to work. I usually played the radio on low volume, if I played it at all. Miranda Lambert started belting out a song called "Kerosene." I wasn't able to make out all of the words, but I did get the gist of the song and it started me thinking.
"Light 'em up and watch them burn. Teach them what they need to learn."
Before I got to work, I was humming that damn song to myself, and I kept doing it all day. As I walked into the warehouse office, I was really starting to feel good about myself. I had made the decision and I was going to stick to it.
I gave notice at work, but decided that it was a little early to do anything else. There was no longer any great mystery about what had to be done and since I had it all worked out in my head, it would go pretty quickly. I was going to take it all. I was not going to leave Emma anything. That was her reward for her infidelity, which I still wasn't sure about.
At supper that evening, Emma informed me that we would be going to a community center dance the next Saturday. She promised to have my sports coat pressed. She appeared to be a little too exuberant about the whole thing.
I went to work that night for the last time. I said goodbye to all my friends and cleaned out my desk and locker. They had my severance, sick leave, and unused vacation checks ready for me. I was going to have to fake it the rest of the week.
By Friday night, I had everything ready. Arnette had given me a few come hither looks during the week, but I didn't bite. Neither one of them noticed that I had packed about half of all the clothes that I owned in the trunk of the car. I had sold off all of my tools and lawn equipment. First thing Monday morning, I had a job interview at Monarch Foods in Pensacola.
I had no idea what to expect at the dance Saturday night, but I was pretty sure that was when I would get the real skinny about what was going on.
As soon as we got to the community center I wanted to leave. My wife was getting ready to hang the horns on me and I wasn't happy about it. There wasn't a whole lot that I could do to undo what she had probably already done, but I couldn't let the world think that I was happy with the situation. First I had to find out who the guy was.
The three of us got a table for four, naturally. I danced with Emma and then I danced with Arnette. While I was dancing with my sister-in-law, I noticed that Tom Kendricks had ask Emma to dance. Tom was our local heating and air conditioner man. He owned his own business and serviced most of the people in our immediate area. His wife had died about two years ago.
When we got back to the table, Tom and Emma were already there.
"John, you know Tom. I asked him to join us since he is all alone tonight. That's all right, isn't it?"
It was all I could do to keep from smashing him in the face right there, but I didn't. I managed a smile with a small nod.
For the next hour or so, the four of us made nice around the table and on the dance floor. I had no trouble at all figuring out where this was going and I didn't like it one bit.
On my way to the men's room, I made a slight detour and went out the side fire exit. It was a good time for a smoke break. Smoking used to be a normal function in community halls and other public buildings, but no longer. There were a couple other guys getting a tobacco fix just outside the door. We exchanged a few pleasantries and I wandered out to the side parking lot. I needed some time alone to think and to figure out what I was going to do. In another hour or so, I was expecting Emma to announce that she and Tom were going to be leaving together. Since I had committed the first sin by sleeping with Arnette, there was no way that I could deny her leaving with him. I was trapped unless I resorted to a straightforward attack, which I didn't want to do.
As I made my way across the lot I noticed that my car hood was open. That was strange. My first thought was that somebody was stealing my car battery. Rather than rush over, I watched from the shadows and inched my way closer. Whoever it was, then tried to close the hood without making a sound. A pretty difficult thing to do in the quiet of the night. I watched as he made his way over to the corner of the lot and got into a Kendrick's Heating panel truck. What the hell! I stood there without moving until the butt I was holding burned my fingers.
He didn't seem to take anything away with him, so what was he doing? I got my Mini-Maglite out of the glove box and popped the hood.
I had never really seen anything like it before. It was two sticks, or what I assumed to be Dynamite, and something else wrapped up with a whole slew of duct tape. It was right on top of the engine and had two wires coming out of it. One wire was connected to a spark plug wire with an alligator clip and the other wire was just connected to the engine, as a ground. Pretty damn simple. Nothing could go wrong.
I disconnected the alligator clips and reconnected my spark plug. Grabbing a screw driver from the glove box, I started looking for the red Lincoln that Tom Kendricks drove around in as if he was king of the world.
It is a pretty easy thing to pop a car hood with a screwdriver if you know where the latch is. I didn't know at the beginning, so it took me a while, but I eventually got it. A minute later, Tom Kendricks was the proud owner of the same gift that he had given me. I slammed the hood closed and didn't give a damn who might have heard me. Nobody did.
In a few hours, I would be leaving the dance, but the way I had it figured, I would be expected to leave with Arnette while Tom and Emma left together. That means that Arnette was selected to die at the same time I was. Arnette was Emma sister. Did that mean that Emma was not aware of what was going on or does that mean that she was aware and didn't care?
I had another cigarette before going back in and a long chat with several of the other guys who couldn't kick the habit either.
Just in case, I switched from alcohol over to coke for the rest of the evening. I wanted to have my wits about me for the rest of the night.
I felt bad for Arnette. She was being used and didn't deserve it. It didn't look as if I was going to get a chance to talk to Emma so I took Arnette for a spin on the dance floor.
"Arnette. Am I being set up here? Should I be upset about what is going on?"
"I don't know how to answer that, John."
"Is Emma going to be going home with us tonight, or is she planning on going home with Kendricks?"
"I am not supposed to say anything."
"Does that mean that what I said is going to happen?"
Arnette sort of shugged her shoulders and gave me a stupid little grin. The answer was 'yes', but she couldn't bring herself to say it.
"Does that bother you that much, John?"
"Arnette, she used both of us so that she could get together with Kendricks. That was a rotten thing to do."
"I didn't mind, but I told her that she shouldn't do that to you. She said it was okay and that I shouldn't worry about it. She said that you would be happy."
"How is she planning on doing this?"
"I am not sure. I think that they are just going to tell us that they are leaving and do it."
As I walked my sister -in-law back to the table, my mind was working overtime. I still wasn't sure if Emma knew about the bomb or not. The soda was going through my kidneys as fast as the beer was, so another trip to the john was necessary. I took my time. When I came out, I looked across the hall and saw Emma and Arnette arguing. Kendricks was tugging on Emma's arm trying to get her to leave the building with him. Of course, there was no way that I could know what the disagreement was about, but it was heated. Emma looked across the dance floor and saw me watching from the far wall. She made some kind of a face at me and then let out a final flurry of words to her sister. Arnette was crying as Emma and Kendricks left the community center.
I am not totally stoic. I didn't know exactly what had happened, but I felt sorry for Arnette. She was more than receptive when I held my arms open to comfort her. Arnette was trying to talk, but she was just blubbering and I couldn't understand a word that she was saying. I finally sat her down and gave her a sip of coke.
"Now, take it really slow and tell me why you are so upset."
"John, when you got up to go to the bathroom, Emma and Kendricks started to leave. They were giggling like two kids. I grabbed Emma's arm and told her not to go. I said that you were concerned that she might do this and that you were not happy about it. She laughed at me and said it was too late. The more that I argued with her, the madder she got. Finally, she said that I was as stupid as you were and that we deserved each other. That was when she saw you across the room. They were both laughing when they left."
Arnette started crying again so I held her head against my shoulder just as the blast shook the whole building. The lights were flickering and tiles were falling from the suspended ceiling as the whole structure trembled. Neon signs fell of off the walls and everybody was screaming. I had to snicker to myself, because I was the only one who knew what had just happened.
"Light 'em up and watch them burn. Teach them what they need to learn."
Now I knew what Miranda was talking about.
Well the rest of the evening was quite interesting. I thought that I might be a person of interest to the police, but that never seemed to happen. Before the night was over, the police were talking in depth with one of Kendricks' employees, who had been seen driving around the parking lot earlier. They got some sort of confession out of him, but not really what they had expected. In any event, they were no longer interested in me.
I took Arnette home and made a pot of coffee. There was no way that she was going to get any sleep after everything that went on. She was sitting quietly on the couch with her hands in her lap when I gave her the hot cup. Her eyes were red from crying, but I wasn't sure what she had been crying about. She took a sip and paused because it was too hot.
"John. Thank you for taking care of me tonight. I really appreciate what you did. I am sorry about Emma. I truly am. What she did wasn't right, but she didn't deserve to die."
The poor woman had no idea how close she came to being the victim in all of this. She had been taken in just as I was. How could the two sisters be so different.
My plans were all made, but what was I going to do now. This was not something that I had anticipated. I handed her a tissue to wipe her eyes.
"Arnette, have you ever been to Pensacola?"
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This was not how I had envisioned my golden years. I slowly looked around the Wagon Wheel Acres dining room. Nothing but old people; real old people. The most depressing thing was that I was one of them. I was only sixty two and I didn't feel that damn old. Actually, I lied. That is not the most depressing part. I am sitting at a table for four with people that I don't know. Across the room is, my wife, LaRue, who is sitting at another table with her lover.
Everybody in the retirement complex was aware of the situation, which made it even worse. I was very careful when I selected Wagon Wheel Acres. It had a continuous care option, which was good, and it also did not require a large buy-in. The monthly fees for both of us came to over three thousand dollars, but that included peace of mind and no hassles. Of course, I had never envisioned that Jackson Milhouse, would show up.
I lost my appetite, again, as I watched my wife chatting away with Jackson. I had spent forty years taking care of her and he gets to enjoy her in his old age. I mean that in all senses of the word. It has been two weeks since LaRue informed me that she had been intimate with Jackson and that she was going to continue. That afternoon, she moved all of her clothing and personal items into his studio apartment. Our unit had an actual bedroom, but it didn't have Jackson.
I didn't argue with her; I never had. What does that mean? Over the years, I found it a lot easier to go along with what ever she wanted. It was better than fighting.
I pushed my lunch aside and walked back to my room. It galled me to think that I was paying for her stay here and Jackson Milhouse was reaping all of the benefits. I had tried my best over the years to keep my wife happy sexually, but nothing seemed to work. It appeared that Jackson knew something that I didn't
Stuck in the mirror of my bathroom sink was a business card that one of the more active male bachelors had given to me. I grabbed a cold beer and plopped down in my ten year old recliner; the only piece of furniture in the unit that wasn't new. I took two deep swigs of brew and stared at the golden card in front of me.
"Berkshire Escorts, by the hour or by the day"
That was ludicrous. What was a sixty two year old man going to do with an escort for a whole day? Hell, I seriously doubted that I could get my money's worth out of an hour.
I finished the Fosters and reached for the phone. I had no idea what I was going to say or what I was going to do. I think I just wanted to talk with someone.
"Berkshire Escorts. This is Darlene."
Well, I got that far and then I froze. My silence was quickly noted.
"Berkshire Escorts. Hello. Are you there?"
"Hello. Yes. I am here." I think it was quite obvious that I was a little nervous.
"My name is Darlene. I am guessing that you have a question that you would like me to answer?"
"How did you know that?"
"Most people that call have questions."
"Then you are not psychic?"
"Would like to tell me your name?"
"Carson. My name is Carson. Do you need to know that?"
"Not really, but it makes it easier to talk to you."
"My friend Dippy gave me your card."
"Oh yes. Mister Burke. Are you over at Wagon Wheel also?"
"Yes. Is that a problem?"
"Don't be silly. Why would it be?"
"Dippy told me that you were able to provide him with a few companions and that he was quite happy."
"Well that is very nice of him to say. I'll have to give him a discount next week."
I didn't know what to say, so there was a short pause in the conversation.
"Carson? Carson? Are you there?"
"Yeah. I'm here. I just don't know what to say or ask you."
"Why don't I help you out a little. How long are you going to need company for?'
"Well, I guess for about an hour or two. I just want somebody to have supper with, perhaps at a nice restaurant. I think an hour or two should be sufficient."
"That is all you want?"
"I'm not interested in the sex part, if that is what you are getting at. All I want is a pleasant companion for a few hours." It was an uncomfortable situation for me since LaRue was the only woman that I had ever been with.
"Carson, our escorts cost $300 an hour. That's a lot of money just to have a young lady to eat supper with you."
"Yeah, I know. When you say 'young lady,' how young are you talking about?"
"Well, most of our escorts are under thirty years of age."
"That is not going to work out for me . I find that women under fifty years old are a little annoying. I was hoping for an older lady. Somebody that was mature, but classy. Do you have any suggestions?"
I am afraid that there are not a lot of women in that age bracket working for escort services. I could look around for you, if you would like?"
"Does that mean it is going to cost me more than $300 an hour or less?"
"I am not sure at this point. I have your phone number on my caller ID. I'll check around and call you back in about an hour. Is that all right with you?"
"That's okay. If you can, can you arrange it for tonight at about seven o'clock?"
"Where were you planning on taking the lady?"
"I figured that the Black Angus was the best place in town. Does that sound good enough?"
"That should be fine Carson. Give me an hour."
I was feeling a little better when I hung up the phone. LaRue and Jackson would be dining on Chicken Patty Parmesan tonight, but I would be having Filet Mignon. I spent the next hour going over my wardrobe like a high school girl. I decided on the navy blazer with a gray turtleneck and tan khaki pants. I didn't know for sure whether Darlene would be able to find someone, but it was worth the effort.
I got the phone on the third ring. I could have gotten it quicker, but I didn't want to appear overly anxious.
"This is Carson."
"Carson. Darlene. I have good news. Your escort will be waiting for you in front of the Sheraton Hotel at seven. She will be wearing a hunter green dress. Does that sound all right?"
"That sounds great. I will probably be a little early, but I don't want to appear too anxious. How old is she any way?"
"Now, Carson. You know better. You should never ask a woman her age, however, your date this evening is fifty-eight. I hope that she is classy enough for you. Are there any other questions?"
"Just one. How do I pay for this?"
"Cash. Bring cash."
The next few hours seemed to fly by. I have to admit, just thinking about the coming evening was exciting. It was just supper, but it would still be romantic. I needed that.
Now, there were plenty of women available at Wagon Wheel Acres that would have been excellent dinner companions, but the thought of hooking up with one of them would have made me feel sleazy. If I had done that, it would have been the same as saying that I condoned what my wife was doing with Jackson. I did not accept her and Jackson being together, but could not figure out how to get out of the predicament and still hold my head up. Of course, nothing could be much worse than my present situation. I might as well enjoy myself while I was working on a solution.
I left the home a little early so that I could take the Civic through a car wash. It didn't need it, but the evening was special. It would have been nice to have a more impressive set of wheels, but I had to make the best with what I had. I ended up sitting in the Sheraton parking lot watching the entrance. I didn't want to pull up before my escort came out, but I also didn't want to keep her waiting. Damn it; I wish I had more experience in this area. I felt like a teenager.
She was definitely a classy lady. Her dress fit her well, but did not make her look cheap. There was no way that anyone could mistake her for a paid escort. She looked damn good for fifty-eight. For a moment, I thought that maybe, just maybe, I should have gone for the full package. Nah! Talk is cheap. There was no way that I could ever pull it off. Supper was it. That was all I could handle tonight.
I carefully drove to the entrance, parked and walked around to open the door for her.
"Carson, I presume?"
"Yes Madam, and what do I call you?"
"Darlene Carson. Just call me Darlene."
She had a sneaky little smile on her face as she notice my expression.
She was still smiling after I walked around and got back into the driver's seat.
"I don't understand. I though you were going to get me an escort?"
"I was, but I called Dippy and talked to him for a while. I decided that I was the best choice for this evening."
"Do you do this on a regular basis?"
She laughed a little. "No. In fact this is the first time in six years that I have gone out with a gentleman."
"Did I appear to be that desperate?"
"No, silly. Not desperate, but Dippy said that you could stand having your spirits lifted a little. Besides, I haven't had a nice evening out in a long time. Now, no more shop talk. Can I have lobster?"
Darlene did not order the lobster, but had a small filet instead. The evening was everything that I had hoped it would be. After the meal, we sat and talked for several hours until the wait staff politely asked us to leave. She had never been married and had started in the escort business while she was still in college. After a few years she was running her own operation and seemed very proud of herself, because she was good at what she did.
I started driving back towards the Sheraton to drop her off, but she gave me a local address instead. It was a small brick house in a very exclusive neighborhood. It was odd because most of the homes around her were quite large. There was a 'For Sale' sign posted in the middle of the yard.
I walked her to the front door, not knowing what to expect next. Would she invite me in? Should I give her a kiss? Maybe I should just shake her hand. She solved the dilemma for me with one of her cute smiles.
"I hope that your evening was everything that you hoped it would be Carson."
I nodded as she held out her hand.
"That will be $300 dollars please."
Okay, I wasn't expecting that one, but I should have been, Now, I was smiling. I pealed off three bills from the small wad of hundreds that I had brought with me and handed them to her.
"I don't understand. We were together for almost four hours?"
"Yes, but that was my choice, not yours. I am only going to charge you for the first hour. Is that okay?"
"Of course. It was worth twice that."
I watched as she folded the three bills and tucked them into her bra like in the movies. I think she did it on purpose, just to shock me.
"Darlene. Can we do this again?"
"Are you sure?" There was a degree of seriousness in her question that I found a little distracting.
"Of course. I had a wonderful evening. I would do this every night, if I could afford it."
She laughed again. "Carson. Why don't you come over here tomorrow night about six? I'll cook us something."
"I'd love to." I turned to leave and then stopped. "How much is that going to cost me?"
"$300 silly. It's always $300."
At that moment, she took my arm and leaned forward and gave me a kiss. I wasn't expecting it which made it far more exciting. I noticed a slight reaction in my groin area. Maybe I should ask Dippy to get me a few of the blue pills.
I got my chance the next morning at breakfast. I was watching LaRue and Jackson across the dining room, when Dippy pulled up a chair, and more or less forced his way into our table group. He had already eaten, but still had a cup of coffee in his hand.
"Carson, old buddy. How was your evening?"
Of course, the other three people at the table had no idea what he was talking about.
"Better than expected." He noticed that I was smiling. "Way better than expected."
I pushed my plate aside, grabbed my cup and we walked over to the coffee urn.
"Is that all you are going to tell me?"
"Dippy, there is not much else to talk about. We had supper and that was it. Nothing more. I didn't sleep with her."
"Well what the hell did you pay her for?"
I didn't have an answer that would have satisfied him so I said nothing. We got comfortable in the lounge with two fresh cups of Joe.
"Dippy, can you get me some pills?"
"Sure. No problem for $20 a pop. Mildred can take care of you."
"Mildred? You mean the old lady in the wheel chair?"
"Yeah. Her annuity ran out on her a few years back. I don't know where she gets the pills, but she has a steady supply and she has been able to stay here, by selling them."
"Ain't free enterprise great?"
"So Carson. Who did she set you up with? I think I know all of them by now."
Just from the way that he said it, I knew that he had never been with Darlene. I believed her when she said she hadn't had a customer in six years. In fact, I think I believed almost everything that she had said to me. Either she was being straight with me or she was great liar. Then again, being able to lie convincingly was a big advantage for a woman in her line of work.
"I think her name was Greta. She had an accent; sort of Slavic or Russian." I didn't know why I just didn't tell him the truth.
As we sat chatting, LaRue and Jackson walked by, still in their private little world. My wife didn't look over in my direction or acknowledge my presence. Nobody would have ever guessed that I was married to this woman. I heard Dippy snicker a little, which got him an elbow in the ribs.
Supper with Darlene was another night to remember. She was not a gourmet cook, but she was good. Dippy had called that afternoon and insisted that she fix him up with Greta. She figured out pretty quickly what the hell was going on and fixed him up with one of her new girls. She was an aspiring actress and was looking forward to trying out her Doctor Zhivago accent with poor Dippy. I think that Darlene appreciated the fact that I didn't disclose her name to Dippy. The evening ended all too early and I got another kiss when I left; just after I gave her another $300.
The next night we went for sushi. I knew what I liked to order, but she knew how to order it in Japanese. She was an amazing woman and I wanted to spend as much time with her as I could. The only problem was that I was married and I didn't know how long I could keep paying that damn $300 fee. We always spent way more than an hour together, but it always cost the same. I couldn't figure it out and I wasn't about to ask.
Things came to a head that weekend when my daughter, Sylvia, came to visit. She lived about an hour away, but only came to visit about three or four times a year. This visit was slightly different than the previous ones. I saw Sylvia when she arrived. She had left her husband, Barry, and two children at home, as she always did. Instead of coming to our room, which was now 'my' room, Sylvia went directly to the room where Jackson and her mother were staying. She stayed with them for over two hours. They all came out of the room and then wandered about the facility grounds for another hour, just chatting and laughing away. Finally, I noticed my daughter glancing at her watch and saying something to her mother before walking back towards the main complex building. I had no desire to talk with her at this moment, so I ducked out the back of the building. Five minutes later, I watched as her car left the parking lot, heading back to her happy home. I was sad because Sylvia and I had always been close, or so I thought.
Larue and Jackson were still sitting down by the koi pond, like a couple of lovebirds.
I spent that night with Darlene. I was pleased that she had waited for me to make the first move and I was ecstatic that she had readily accepted my advances. I was also glad that I gave a hundred bucks to Mildred. Then I got the bad news.
Darlene had sold her house. She had also sold her business to a few of the longer working 'young' girls that had saved up their money to buy her out. Her college degree was actually an MBA and with that that piece of paper came the ability to manipulate investments to get the best yield. She was not only well off, but she was flat-assed rich. For the last year, she had been having a house that she had bought in Merida, Mexico, totally refurbished. The house was now complete and she was ready to relocate.
By this time, I knew her well enough to know that she would not approach me. I had no idea what I was going to do, but I had to ask.
"Darlene. Is there any way that I can come with you?"
Her reply was not in words, but in a smile and a hug. This woman had known many men and I was at a complete loss at how I had become the one that she chose to stay with. I was, of course, flattered, but still confused. I decided not to question her motives, but to accept them.
"Carson, I think we can work things out, if you are willing."
"I guess I am going to have to get a divorce?"
"Oh, no way. You will lose half of everything that you have. You just let me take care of everything for you. We will be leaving in ten days. Are you sure that you want to do this?"
"Oh yes, I am sure. By the way, where the hell is Merida?"
I was busy the next week. Luckily, my passport was in order. Darlene had a paper drawn up so that I could resell my unit at Wagon Wheel Acres back to them. It wasn't a lot of money, but I did get eighty percent of the original purchase price back.
Darlene had opened a bank account for me at Citibank which operates in Merida as Banamex. She insisted that I would have enough money to live comfortably, especially, since I didn't have to pay for rent or utilities. The money from my apartment sale was used to open the account. This was followed with the money from the checking and savings accounts.
My retirement package from Gilbert Industries included an annuity account that was set up to protect my assets. Luckily, Darlene had people who were more than willing to buy the annuity for a fixed amount. I had seen the ads on TV where the people were all screaming 'It's my money and I want it now,' and I always wondered if they were for real. I ended up getting 82% of the value for the account. I would receive no more monthly payments, but I did get a nice bundle of cash. I had deposited almost $800,000 into my Citibank account.
I had no trouble at all selling the Honda. I put that cash in my pocket for walk-around money.
By that time, Darlene had an account opened for me at Banamex in Merida. I could transfer the money from the Citibank account at any time, but I needed the Banamex account so that I could have my Social Security check automatically deposited. A trip to the local Social Security office made it easier to do, but it was still a hell of a hassle.
During the last few days before leaving, I spent the entire time at Darlene's place. Dippy told me that LaRue never noticed that I was gone. Of course not. I gave Dippy my HDTV.
I was no longer making payments to Wagon Wheel Acres. Of course, that also meant that no money was being made available for LaRue. From here on out, Jackson Milhouse would be paying for his pussy.
It is hard to describe what the houses in Merida look like. It seems more like a village in Spain or Italy. All the homes are in pastel colors and clustered tightly together. Quite simple and plain from the outside and extremely elaborate inside. In no time at all Darlene and I were settled in our new home. I felt like a gigolo because she was paying for all of the expenses. I tried to make up for it by buying her little presents until she adamantly told me to stop.
The world was right. Things were beautiful and then one day, six months later, Sylvia showed up.
Darlene welcomed my daughter into her home and then excused herself to go to the market. I was left alone with my only child who I had no desire to speak with.



"Dad. What the hell are you doing here? You have to come home."
I had no reply for an opening like that. I sat down and motioned her to do likewise.
"Can you be more specific?"
Sylvia looked a little frustrated and we hadn't even got started yet. "You left without telling anyone and you took everything with you."
"Yeah. So what?"
"What about your wife?"
"What about her? I asked her to come with me and she told me that she wanted to stay with Jackson." I lied, but Sylvia didn't know that. There was no way she could prove or disprove what I said.
"But you took everything; all the ready money and the retirement account. What was she supposed to do?"
"She seemed to be getting along fine when I left. In fact, she didn't want anything to do with me. Why are you here now?"
"You can't just desert her. She is your wife."
"The last time you came to Wagon Wheel Acres, before I left, you spent three hours with Jackson and your mother and no time at all with me. Why?"
"I tried to find you, but you were not in your room."
"You tried to find me after three hours. What was I? An afterthought? Some kind of obligation?"
"Don't be so dramatic. Mother was happy with Jackson. She wanted me to get to know him."
"Fine. Let him take care of her. You know, of course, that she was sleeping in his room with him?"
"Yes. She said that you no longer wanted to share a bed with her."
"Did you actually believe that? What do you want Sylvia? Why did you go to all the trouble to find me and then come down here? I am not going back. I will not allow her to shove her infidelity in my face. It was humiliating and degrading and if you can't see that, you need help."
"Barry and I can no longer afford to pay her fees at Wagon Wheel Acres. Her Social Security doesn't cover half of the expenses and they won't allow her to stay without full payment."
"What about good old Jackson? I thought that he was going to be helping out."
"Jackson Milhouse was moved into the Alzheimer wing three months ago. The rules do not allow mother to stay in the room with him, and we can't afford to keep her in a unit by herself."
"Hold it! Hold it! Are you telling me that you want me to give her money so that she can continue to stay at Wagon Wheel Acres and be close to her lover?"
"Dad. She is comfortable there. She wants to stay there because it is safe and familiar."
"Bullshit! She wants to stay there so that she can be close to him, even though he probably no longer knows who the hell she is. You are crazy if you think that I am going to let her use me for something like this."
"You are not being fair."
"Why don't you let her live with you? She can babysit for you and other stuff. Your house is big enough."
"We offered. She turned us down. She wants to stay at Wagon Wheel Acres."
I slowly got out of my chair and walked to the front hallway. As I took my hat from the peg by the door, I looked at my daughter. She traveled over a thousand miles for nothing. Her mother had hung the horns on me and now my daughter was trying to make me feel guilty for not accepting the humiliation.
"I am going down to the market. Close the door on your way out."
I knew exactly where I could find Darlene.
I never did find out what had motivated LaRue to act as she did. I no longer care. I am happy in my adobe hacienda.
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It was lunchtime on Friday at the Peanut Bar. The Idiots Club meets here, once a week to share our miseries. The membership is not very impressive, just four middle age guys with one thing in common: our wives are each cheating on us.
Bradley Cook, Ray Timmons, Karl Marshall, and myself, John Terrell, all went to high school together. We all married our high school sweethearts, and we all remained friends these past twenty years. Between the four of us, there are six children, two of them, mine. They are all either in high school or college.
The four us had no trouble keeping busy, because we had mouths to feed and bills to pay. The wives, however, were in a different situation. As the children grew into their teens, the women found themselves with a lot of free time. They spent it together shopping and going on different daytime outings. For the guys, we were pretty much limited to lunch on Fridays, and an occasional weekend Bar-B-Q or party at one of the houses.
Karl was the first to notice something was funny. At first, he figured it was just his wife, Betsy. He brought it up in conversation one day, and that opened the floodgates. None of us had anything definite that indicated that our wives were being unfaithful, but we all saw little things that indicated that something was going on. Bradley printed out a list of things that husbands should look for if they suspected their spouses were cheating. After going over the lists, each of us became paranoid. The weekly luncheon conversations turned into recaps of our wives activities over the past week. Soon, we felt that we were manufacturing things, just to fulfill some disastrous prophecy, which we were projecting upon ourselves. None of us had the guts to confront our spouses. We were married too long to risk alienating them if we were wrong. We were also afraid of the effect a wrongful accusation might have on the children. The biggest fear was that the suspicions might be true.
Ray had a friend, who had a friend, who worked at a private detective agency. We paid four thousand dollars up-front, for one week of coverage. We all anted up our share and gave the guy pictures, phone numbers, license plate numbers, and type of cars. He was going to start the next Monday and give us a report at our next Friday meeting. It was going to be a long week.
The girls were all pushing forty, but not there yet. They all looked good for their age. Karl's wife, Betsy, was tall and wore her hair straight down to her shoulders. There was no curl in her auburn hair at all. She had full bangs that came down to her eyebrows and made her eyes look deep and mysterious. That made up for her lack of body shape. She had small boobs and no hips to speak of, even after having two girls.
Ray and his wife, Jenny, had one son, who was away at college. He was an accident, while they were still in high school. Jenny was the short one of the bunch, just over five feet. She was also a little hippy, but dressed well, to conceal it. She dyed her hair blonde and wore it up, to make herself look taller. It didn't work. Jenny had the best personality of the bunch. She could always make you laugh.
Bradley ended up married to a feisty Italian girl named Carla. Carla had a body any man would die for. Her hair was dark, almost black, but not quite. It went well with her olive complexion. She never stopped talking. They had a daughter that looked just like her mother.
My wife, Marcie, seemed to be the leader of the pack. Marcie was not as tall as Betsy, but close. She had naturally blonde hair and wore it off her shoulders. I always thought she was pretty, but she had some acne scars from her teen years, that she had to cover up with makeup. She was self conscious about them, and I was careful never to mention it. I wasn't the most handsome guy in the world, but felt lucky just being with her.
By Thursday night, I was a wreck. Marcie was in good spirits and we had a great supper that night. My sons, Josh and Jordan, were out of the house by six o'clock, to places unknown. Their grades were good and they were never in trouble, so I didn't want to know what they were up to. Marcie and I spent the evening, alone in front of the television. That was our usual pastime. I was beginning to think that was probably where the problem was. I wasn't providing enough entertainment or excitement in her life. Of course, at this point I had no idea I really had a problem. Tomorrow, I would get the news, good or bad. I wanted to talk about it with her, but had no idea how to open the conversation. I sat there, deep in thought, most of the evening.
Shortly after Marcie went to bed, the boys came home. We chatted about nothing in particular for a few minutes, and then they went to bed also. I got a beer and stayed up, watching some really old situation comedy shows, until I fell asleep on the couch. The TV was still on when I woke up in the morning. The boys were just leaving for school.
"John, what is wrong? You seem out of sorts the past week or so. Is something going on at work?" Marcie seemed to be hovering.
"No, everything at work is fine, dear. I just have a lot of other things on my mind."
"Can I help? Is there anything I can do?"
I slowly got myself off the overstuffed sofa and started up the stairs. "I am afraid it is too late now. What has been done can not be undone." I left her with that deep piece of philosophical dribble, as I went to take my shower.
Thirty minutes later, I was on my way out the door. Marcie had coffee and a light breakfast ready, but I walked past her, without saying a thing. She looked worried and so she should be.
The rest of the morning seemed to drag. I thought lunchtime would never come.
Karl, Bradley, and Ray were already at the table when I arrived. I thought I would be early, but they all beat me there. We decided not to order any food, but all of us had a draft. Frank Perella was the "secret agent" assigned to our case. That was a weak attempt on our part, to attach some frivolity to what would otherwise be a gloomy endeavor.
"Well, gentlemen, I have reports here from four different days and each of them involve a different wife. Does somebody want to go first, or should I do it day-by-day?"
After we all agreed on the day-by-day, Frank started with Monday.
"To start off, each of your wives is seeing somebody. In the first four days, we just gathered information on when and where. We don't have any hardcore photographic or audio proof, because that would cost you a lot more money, and take more time."
He paused a moment, I guess for dramatic effect.
"Interesting enough, only one wife would have an affair on any one day. The other three would be her cover. They all left for the day together and all returned together. If they were shopping, the three, who were not meeting anybody, would buy something for the one who was. I can only assume that if there were a problem of some sort, they would all cover for each other. Any questions so far?"
There were no questions, so he proceeded.
"On Monday, they all left together in Marcie's car. It was the easiest tail of the week. At ten o'clock, they dropped Carla Cook off at 321 David Drive, and then proceeded to the Berkshire Mall. I went back to the house on David Drive and waited to see what transpired. A fellow named Steve Springer rents the house. He works as a body man at Henderson Ford in Terrytown. We discovered later, that there was a cell phone call made to the house, ten minutes before Carla was dropped off. The same cell phone was used in all the other meetings. It is an unregistered phone, but we have the number. We don't know which of the women actually has possession of the phone."
Bradley didn't look too well. He had a temper and seemed to be having a little trouble controlling it right now. Ray said something to him quietly, and he settled down some.
"About three hours later, a call was made from the house phone to the cell phone. Ten minutes after that, Marcie and the girls drove by and picked up Carla. She dropped each of them off at their respective homes. That was it for Monday. Are there any questions?"
Bradley was a bundle of nerves by now. "Can I have a beer?"
We ended up ordering five drafts.
Frank drank half of his beer and then continued. "On Tuesday it was Carla's turn to drive. They all went to Renninger's Antique Market, about ten miles out of town. After parking the car, they stayed together while they entered the market area. It was difficult to follow them in the crowded aisles, but it didn't take long for something to happen. There was a call made from the cell phone about ten minutes before they arrived. It was to the Dorchester Motel, across the highway from the market. Betsy Marshall slipped away from the group and left by the front entrance. I followed her, and watched as she crossed the road and entered room 114, at the Dorchester. Richard Tolliver had reserved the room the previous day. Mrs. Marshall stayed in the room for over two hours and then returned to the Market, where she met the rest of the women at the same spot that she had left them. They departed the market and drove home. Any questions?"
I couldn't help myself. "Karl, who the hell is Richard Tolliver?"
"He is our optometrist. I thought she was getting her eyes checked a lot lately." Karl slumped down in his chair, after finishing his beer. There were no smiling faces around the table. We decided to order another round of beer.
"Betsy got to drive on Wednesday. They went to the Green Dragon Farmers Market. The cell phone call that day, went to another cell phone, but it was traceable. Rather than park as close to the market area as possible, they went to the far back of the parking lot, where the motor homes parked. The four of them walked through the RV parking area, but only three of them actually entered the market. I had to go back and try and find out what happened to Jenny Timmons. She was nowhere to be found. I wrote down the license plate numbers of all the likely vehicles she could have ducked into, twenty-three of them. My people were able to cross check the cell phone number that was called and the license number of the motor homes. Within an hour, I was standing across from a large Winnebago owned by Owen Zimmer. Mister Zimmer owns the Volvo dealership in Lancaster. Shortly after noon, Jenny left the motor home and joined the other ladies for lunch. They were all laughing and joking later, as they walked back to the car for the ride home."
"Ray, you drive a Volvo don't you?"
"Yeah. We bought it down in Lancaster last year. I wanted to do something nice for Jenny. That's a joke, but none of you better laugh."
I was dreading what was going to come next. I was the only one left. I definitely did not want another beer. "Okay, Frank. I can't stand the suspension. What the hell happened on Thursday?"
"Jenny drove the Volvo Thursday to the King of Prussia Mall. They strolled into the mall being very casual. Marcie made a cell phone call and handed the phone to Jennie. The Executive Suites are attached to the mall at the north end. The group migrated in that direction and then Marcie Terrell slipped away and entered the elevator. All we knew at the time was that she went up to floor five. It took several hours, but my people were able to check the cell phone call against the room registrations. State Assemblyman, Allen Hoffman, had rented room 511 the whole afternoon, for a business conference. At two o'clock, a call was made from that room to our mysterious cell phone. Ten minutes later the ladies were all back together again and leaving for home. That concludes my overview. We will be preparing detailed reports for each of you. If you decide you want more information, we will be more that happy to accommodate you."
All of a sudden I was smiling to myself.
Karl noticed and just had to ask, "What is so funny?"
"Alan Hoffman is a Democrat. Marcie and I are both registered Republicans. I just thought that was funny."
The rest of the guys didn't get the joke.
Frank gathered up all of his papers. He had short, abbreviated reports for each of us. They were almost like a rough draft, but the important stuff was there. We all thanked him as he left. We were now alone in our misery. Nobody wanted another beer. Ray and Karl had already taken the rest of the day off. Bradley and I soon followed suit.
Marcie's car was gone when I got home. Today was her day for grocery shopping. At least she did that alone. The boys were still in school. I took advantage of the empty house, and free time, to move my clothing and personal items into the guest room. I got downstairs just in time to help Marcie unload the groceries from the car. She never asked what I was doing home so early. She still had the look of concern on her face that was there when I left that morning.
I tried to stay out of her way as she busied herself with putting the groceries away. She knew where everything went, but I didn't. In no time, she had supper started. She was a good cook and homemaker.
Just as the boys got home from school, the phone rang. I greeted the boys with the usual banter as Marcie chatted. She put the phone down with a worried look on her face. The boys had gone up to their rooms.
"What the hell did you guys do this afternoon?"
"I am not sure I know what you are talking about."
"That was Jenny on the phone. Bradley came home early from work today and started accusing Carla of cheating on him. It ended up in a fight, and Carla is now in the hospital. The police are talking to Bradley. Jenny called Carla's parents. Jenny said it was all because of some kind of meeting you guys had earlier today. John, what is going on?"
"Why don't you tell me?"
"This is not a time for you to be cute, damn it. I would like an explanation?"
I took my cell phone out of my pocket and hit the new speed dial number that I loaded in earlier. I watched the blood drain from Marcie's face as the pre-paid cell phone, hidden in her purse, started to ring. I wasn't sure that she had the phone, but I took the chance.
"Aren't you going to get that? It might be important."
There was a short pause. "Oh God. You know, don't you?"
"I know everything. We all know everything."
About that time, Josh and Jordan came down the stairs for supper.
"You are not going to say anything in front of the boys are you?"
"I won't, if you will. Tell them everything, and I will keep my mouth shut. If you lie or try and sugar coat it, I will be forced to tell them myself. You won't like that."
We started the meal as usual. I didn't feel it was necessary for Marcie to tell them immediately. It would be nice to finish the meal and then she could do it at a more opportune time. It didn't work out that way. Shortly after we started the meal, Josh opened up.
"Why did you move all your stuff into the guest room, Dad? Is something going on between you two?"
Both of our sons were watching our faces, but never missed a stroke with their forks. Marcie had no idea I had moved my things.
"I'll let your mother explain it to you."
Marcie was nervous. For some reason, I didn't think she would be able to do it, and I was right.
"Your father and I decided that it would be a good idea if we spent some time apart. Its just temporary, and it's nothing you boys have to worry about."
I placed my fork down on the plate and looked over at my wife. "I am sorry Marcie, but that is not good enough. Either you tell them the truth or I will."
She was flustered. At this point, she still wasn't sure what I knew, and she definitely didn't want to spill the beans in front of her children.
"I'm sorry, John, but that is the best I can do."
Josh and Jordan had both put their forks down and were looking at us.
The longer I waited, the more irritated I got.
"Yesterday afternoon, your mother spent four hours having unprotected sex with her lover, at the Executive Suite Hotel in King of Prussia."
The table was silent. Marcie was aware that I knew everything. She was looking down at her plate, not wanting to make eye contact with any of us. It didn't appear as if she was breathing. The boys both got up, and walked out the front door together.
"That was cruel, John. You didn't have to do that."
"I gave you a choice and you didn't take it. After what you did to me, that was not cruel. I'll move out of the guest room, as soon as I can find an apartment."
Marcie finally started crying as she ran upstairs. I cleaned up the dinner dishes. Nobody ate anything, so it all went into the trash. I was loading the dishes in the dishwasher, when she came downstairs with a small bag. She paused before she walked through the door. Without turning, she quietly said: " It wasn't unprotected sex. We always used condoms."
That was a guess on my part. At least the accusation successfully forced an admission of guilt out of her.
"Where will you be?"
"I am going to stay with Janice." I watched as she got into her car and drove to her sister's house.
It was after midnight when the boys got home. I was sitting in the living room with my fifth beer. They looked at me and went upstairs, without saying a word.
I was still on the couch the next morning, when I heard the doorbell ringing forever. It was just a short stumble, to discover that Ray and Karl had coffee and Danish.
Karl set the coffee and Danish out on the kitchen table. We sat silent for a few moments and then Karl broke the ice.
"Bradley is still in jail. He is waiting for his parents to bail him out. Carla was released from the hospital and she, and her daughter, moved in with her parents. We don't know if she is going to press charges or not. It's a shame that a grown man has to call his parents for bail money."
"How about you guys? How are things on the home front?"
Karl went first. "There was a message on our answering machine when I got home today. Jenny called and left a message for Betsy, that I knew everything. I checked the house and half of her clothes were gone, along with her personal stuff. I don't know where she is. Thank goodness the girls are away at school. That's all I got."
Ray didn't want to talk at all, but felt obligated. "Jenny left me a note stating that she was going to be visiting her parents in Frackville for the weekend. She said she would call when she got there. There was no call."
"Well, I am in the same boat. Marcie and I had words last night, part of it in front of the boys. Rather that talk it out, she packed a bag and went to her sister's place. I don't know when I will hear from her."
"John, how did they find out that we knew?" Karl was concerned because everything got out of hand.
"I am guessing that Bradley confronted Carla as soon as he got home and she was able to call Jenny, before things got rough. I know that Jenny called Marcie about suppertime. I bet that is when she left the message for Betsy also."
"What about the guys? Does anybody know anything about what is going on with the shit-heads who caused this?" Ray seemed to be getting a little hot about the situation.
We spent the next few hours commiserating about our problems. Josh and Jordan came down for breakfast and listened in on the conversations, but said nothing. I decided not to hide anything from them. After Karl and Ray left, the boys and I had a heart-to-heart talk. They wanted to stay in the house until they finished school. Both of them preferred to spend that time with me, instead of their mother. I did nothing to taint her name or image. I did not try to influence them in any way. It didn't seem to matter.
The boys and I spent Sunday doing yard work. The mowing, edging, and the pruning that seemed to always get put off. We were trying our best to kill time. Nothing was said all day about the family situation. Marcie did not call. Bradley called to let me know he was out on bond. Carla had a restraining order against him.



It seemed sort of funny that the four guys, who did nothing wrong, were having to pay for the shit that their wives did. Something was wrong with the whole scene. Things didn't get better the next day.
I was thankful that Josh and Jordan were old enough to take care of themselves. Josh would be leaving for college in three months, and Jordan would be gone next year. Bradley showed up at the house before I left for work. We went to the IHOP together for breakfast, and to update each other. Carla agreed to drop the charges against Bradley if he agreed to a no fault divorce. As far as he was concerned, it was a no-brainer. He was going to start the paperwork right after we finished eating. I was going to have to take some kind of action, because in my mind that the marriage was over.
Each of us had our own problems to work out, but Bradley and I thought a meeting of the four of us might be a good idea. I agreed to buy the pizza if they brought the beer.
Work was a struggle for me. Joyce, my trusty secretary, tried to find out why I didn't come back to work Friday afternoon. She dropped it when she saw that I was not responsive. The big surprise came just before noon.
"Mister Terrell, my name is Nelson Neuse and I am from the State Attorney's Office." He was fat and had a bad case of rosacea. You could see the sweat beads between his thinning hair and on his forehead.
I decided not to shake his hand. "What can I do for you?"
"This is a cease and desist order that is being served on behalf of the state. You are hereby ordered to stop all inquiries into the private life of State Assemblyman Allen Hoffman. Any future intrusions will result in criminal prosecution by the state." He handed me a manila folder that obviously held some legal papers.
"I am sorry Mister Neuse, but I was under the impression that Assemblyman Hoffman was a public figure, and as such, open to such inquiries."
"Are you a lawyer Mister Terrell?"
""No."
"Than I suggest you read the order and don't make any waves." He had a sarcastic smile on his face as he said that. I leaned back in my chair and smiled right back at him. He suddenly seemed a little unsure of himself as he walked out of the office.
I took the rest of the day off. There were four major TV stations in the Philadelphia area that served three states. There were three smaller stations in the surrounding towns. It took an hour to drive to Philly. Three out of the four stations were more than happy to hear about the cease and desist order, and two of them even taped interviews with me. I pulled no punches, and unfortunately had to paint my wife with the same brush that I painted Hoffman with. The TV station, that wasn't interested in the information, was extremely liberal, and did not want to rattle any Democratic Party chiefs. I hit the three smaller stations on the way home, but they had already obtained the information off the wire service. Just as I pulled into my driveway at home, I heard the Assemblyman's affair being discussed on a talk radio show. I didn't do any more inquiries into Allen Hoffman's love life, but I did tell everybody what I already knew. He chose the game, and I just agreed to play. Any legal action that the state, or the Assemblyman, decided to take would just elevate the situation.
Marcie had come home in my absence and removed all of her clothing and personal effects. She had made her intentions very clear. She left a note explaining that she would be staying with her sister indefinitely. I had no choice but to remain in the house with the boys, which was fine with me. Tomorrow would be a good day to go to the bank, if it wasn't too late. I also had to see a lawyer.
Josh and Jordan got home from school and immediately left for someplace else. Things were amicable between us, but they preferred the company of their friends.
Shortly after five o'clock I got a frantic call from Marcie. She never said what she wanted and just seemed to be content ranting about how despicable I was to air our dirty laundry that way. I tried to explain what her boyfriend had done to set things off, but she didn't want to hear it. Apparently, it didn't matter what the circumstances were, I was to blame for everything. This was beginning to be fun.
Karl, Bradley, and Ray showed up shortly there after. I ordered the pizza and we settled in for a long evening.
Richard Tolliver had disappeared and taken the last months deposits from the Super Lens Optical with him. It amounted to over sixty thousand dollars. Since he was the manager, not the owner, the money was not his to take. Karl felt fairly certain that Betsy was with him. Karl had canceled all his credit cards, but not before she used one at a motel in Indiana. He notified the authorities of the card use.
Bradley had gone past the house at 321 David Drive and found it empty, so he drove by the body shop where Steve Springer had worked. Bradley was sure Springer would have a final paycheck coming and would leave a forwarding address. He told them that he was Steve's landlord and wanted to mail his rent deposit check to him. They were more than happy to give him the address. As soon as the divorce paperwork was completed, Bradley was taking a trip to Nitro, West Virginia. We all wished him the best of luck.
Ray had a silly little grin on his face, as he told us about Jenny's Volvo disappearing. It had been parked in front of her parent's house in Frackville. The car was insured of course, but the payoff was more that the present appraised value. Jenny still hadn't called him and nobody notified him about the missing car. He promised us that Owen Zimmer would be hearing from him shortly. I have no idea what he did with the car.
After I recapped everything concerning the TV exposé of Allen Hoffman, we discussed ways we could help each other. We decided to call it a night when we ran out of beer. Before I got the place cleaned up, the boys were home. They were getting a lot of flack about their mother and they were not happy. I had no idea what I could do to help them.
I never got to work the next morning. Joyce called me on my cell phone, before I arrived. There were some state officials and police officers, waiting for me at the office. She told them I would be in Baltimore the rest of the day. She also notified the personnel office that I was taking a sick day. I spent the rest of the morning with my lawyer. For most of the afternoon, I was at the bank. If there were any state officials looking for me, they didn't do too good a job. At about three o'clock I got a phone call that I wasn't expecting.
"Jack Terrell? This is Alice Hoffman."
"Actually, it's John, but I'll answer to anything. What can I do for you?"
"Meet me at Luciano's, in the bar, at five o'clock. I'll recognize you."
"Any special reason?"
"I think we can be of help to each other. No more questions now. I'll see you at five."
That was totally out of the blue. I had seen pictures of Alice Hoffman, on the news and in the newspaper. She was the power behind her wimpy husband. She came from money and knew how to use it. I had a strange feeling that Allen had over-stepped his boundaries this time. Alice Hoffman always had perfect hair and makeup. She always wore the best clothes. The term 'high maintenance' was created with her in mind. Maybe Marcie wanted to take her place, but Allen Hoffman did not have the money, Alice did.
I stopped by the house to get a clean shirt and tie, but couldn't get in. Two official looking cars were parked in front of the house. She would have to meet me sweaty and dirty.
I had no trouble at all finding Alice Hoffman in the restaurant. A big goon, in a dark suit, met me at the door and escorted me to a very private corner booth.
"Do you mind if I call you Jack?"
"Not at all. My father always calls me Jack, but he is the only one."
The light was dim but I could tell her hair was blonde with bits of silver. It wasn't dyed. She was over forty, but carried it well. Her attire was simple; a white blouse and a beige skirt. She wore a crystal heart on a silver chain that seemed to tie the whole picture together.
"I wanted to thank you for the great job you did embarrassing my husband. I couldn't have done better myself, though I wanted to. However, I am sorry for the price you had to pay. For a loving husband, it must be terrible to find out something like this."
"It was not my intention to humiliate you or your husband. I would have been content if everything would have remained low key. I am afraid your husband pulled the wrong string. I don't respond very well to threats."
"I understand. I am not humiliated or embarrassed, Jack. If anything, I am relieved. I was getting ready to dump the lout, but I couldn't do it without looking vindictive or shrewish. You solved that problem for me. Since you are already committed, I was hoping we could help each other."
"You want me to look like the bad guy, so you can get a divorce?"
"Exactly. Can you handle it?"
"How do you help me in this operation?"
"I have videos, three of them, to be exact, of your wife and my husband. They are very high quality and very explicit. I will be glad to give you copies that you can use for your divorce if you promise to make them public, somehow."
"That would be a rotten thing to do to my wife. I don't mind screwing over your husband, but I would be hard pressed to do something like that to my wife, no matter what she did."
"You might change your mind after you watch them. The conversation between Allen and your wife on the last tape is not pleasant. Some of the comments are hurtful and cruel. I found it difficult to believe that a woman could be married for twenty years to a man, and think so badly of him. They didn't treat me any better. I would prefer it, if you could consider my feelings a little, when you decide to make the tapes public. It is your choice in the end, however. I'll trust you to be fair."
"Now I am starting to feel bad. Can we get something to drink?"
Alice waved her hand and a waiter appeared from nowhere. We sat silent for a few minutes until the drinks arrived. I was deep in thought and she was nervously waiting for my response. I gently squeezed the slice of lime in my gin and tonic. Without the lime, it is just booze and soda. I thought about what she said was on the tapes. "Okay. I'll do it. "
It was worth it, just to see her eyes light up. Allen Hoffman was a jerk, not to realize what he had right at home. He was a stupid, stupid man, who just threw his life away.
"Jack, I will see to it that you are no longer bothered by any state or local police agencies. My husband may hold the position, but he doesn't have near the power he thinks he has." She slid three CD's across the table to me. "Make copies of these and edit them anyway necessary. The third one has some phone conversations also. I am hoping it will be a fun project for you. Feel free to use the Internet, if you think it will help. I know you have two sons, so don't do anything that will embarrass them."
"I am not going to embarrass you, am I?"
"I am not on any of the video's. I might get my feelings hurt, but I won't be embarrassed."
I got the feeling our meeting was coming to an end. "Will I get to see you again, Mrs. Hoffman?"
"Do you think it is necessary, or is it something you just want to do?"
"I'm sorry. It was out of place for me to say that. It didn't come out like I meant it to."
"Oh, now my feelings are hurt."
We both smiled. I put the CD's in my pocket and got up to leave.
"Friday, seven o'clock, at this table. This time we will eat. Is that Okay?"
I smiled and nodded. For some reason I felt guilty, but I liked it.
The black cars were gone when I got home. Josh and Jordan had prepared a diner, of sorts, for us. It was all stuff that they liked and not very balanced, but I appreciated the effort. We watched a pay-per-view movie later.
I stayed up all night editing the videos and phone conversations that Alice Hoffman gave me. The three videos were boring for the most part, with short spurts of the good stuff. She lied about the condoms. What hurt most, was watching Marcie's face as Allen sodomized her. The back door was always off limits to me, yet he got to use it at each of the three sessions that were recorded. She denied it to me, but definitely enjoyed doing it with him. During a break, she reminded him how lucky he was to get something that she didn't even share with her husband. There was also a blowjob each time they met, in fact the last time he was pleasured orally, twice. Marcie actually seemed to enjoy giving deep throat and was very good at it. The comments that Alice felt would bother me hurt me deeply. However, some of them felt a little insincere, as if Marcie was telling him what he wanted to hear. Of course it didn't matter, because the results were the same. At the end of the last recording, Allen was talking to a friend of his on the phone, after Marcie had gone. It was a short conversation and only one side was recorded, but it was significant enough that I made a separate copy of it to play back for Marcie, if the situation called for it.
I got to go back to work the next day, and I was tired from being up most of the night. I thanked Joyce for covering for me, with a nice bunch of daisies, her favorite. By this time, she knew what was going on, as did everyone else in the building. I couldn't tell if I was being considered a hero or a chump. One of the TV stations, from Philadelphia, agreed to come and see me about the sex videos. That saved me a trip and an afternoon.
The TV reporter, who picked up the edited CD, was excited to get it. He very carefully explained that almost all of it could not be viewed on public television. Of course, I fully understood. I casually asked if the rest of it might accidentally end up being displayed somewhere else. He smiled to indicate that he knew what I meant, without saying it. Since he seemed receptive, I gave him a second CD that contained far more graphic images. He shook my hand and promised that everything would be taken care of to my satisfaction.
Josh and Jordan both had high enough SAT scores to make college entrance a snap. Unknown to dear old dad, Jordan had applied for early admission based on his scores. All he had to do was get a GED, instead of another year of high school. I wasn't thrilled with the idea, but he set it all up and felt confident. So, now, I would have both of them starting Penn State at the same time. I took out a second mortgage on the house and prepaid both tuitions for four years. That took all of our savings and all of the equity Marcie and I had in the house. I was now ready to set the terms of the divorce. My wife would not be happy.
I was falling behind at work. Joyce was doing a great job covering for me, but she couldn't keep it up forever. Marcie called to complain about the credit cards that no longer worked. I took that opportunity to tell her she would have to start using her pre-paid cell phone, because I was canceling her regular cell phone later that day. That night, I told the boys that there might be some disturbing videos of their mother on the Internet. They were not thrilled, but indicated that I had their support in whatever had to be done.
The next morning, Marcie was waiting outside, until Josh and Jordan went to school and then knocked on the door.
She sat at the kitchen table, and I gave her a cup of coffee.
"John, can we stop this? Everything is getting out of hand. I am afraid to look at the TV or even go out of the house. I heard a rumor that there are some pictures posted on several web sites. This is not fair, John. I know I did something wrong, but I was careful and discreet, so that you wouldn't be embarrassed or hurt."
"Your attempt to be careful didn't work out too well, did it? Do you have any idea how much embarrassment you caused your sons?"
"I didn't do that, you did. When you made all this public, you ruined everything."
"I think that would have been good to keep it quite. I told you before, I would have been very happy to do that, but when your lover decided to threaten me, I was forced to change my mind. What ever made you hook up with such a despicable character in the first place?"
"He was not despicable. He was understanding and caring. You took me for granted. He appreciated me. He flattered me and made me feel good about myself. After being with him, my self-esteem was always high for several days. He was not despicable."
It was disturbing to listen to my wife justify why she was unfaithful. The sad part was, that she was completely wrong about his feelings for her. I knew it would be cruel, but I felt it was time to stop her from living in her fantasy world. I took the small digital play back unit out of my pocket and placed it on the table.
"This was a telephone call that Allen Hoffman made to a friend, the last time the two of you got together. I am sorry, but under the circumstances, I feel obligated to play it for you. I don't feel that it is fair for you to blame me for what you did. For twenty years I treated you with decency and respect, and you threw it away for this guy."
I pushed the play button and watched her face, as Allen Hoffman started to talk. It was a one-way conversation.
"Hi Greg. Sorry I'm running a little late." (pause)
"Fabulous, as usual. It's a nice way to brighten a cloudy day." (pause)
"I don't think so, buddy. She a great fuck, but there is no way I would be seen in public with her." (pause)
"Behind close doors, with the lights turned down, she a bomb, but that is as far as it will ever go. The only reason I am still seeing her is because she has a nice tight asshole and gives great head." (pause)
"I know, but her face looks like somebody attacked her with a cheese grater. Hell, I think she puts her makeup on with a paintbrush. That's why I always try to keep the lights down." (pause)
"I don't know if she is up for a threesome, but I can suggest it the next time we hook up." (pause)
"No, that is Okay. I should be there in about twenty minutes." (click)
Marcie sat silent, staring straight ahead. She wasn't really looking at anything, just staring. Her eyes looked like they were misting up. I knew the recording hurt her. In all the years we were married, I was careful not to bring up the subject of her teen acne, and the scars and pock marks she was left with. I could never hurt her that way.
She focused her eyes on me. "I didn't need to hear that. What the hell did you think you would accomplish, by playing that tape? At least I thought I could get out of the whole fiasco, with some pleasant memories, but now you even ruined that."
It was amazing. Allen Hoffman, my wife's lover, reveals his true feelings about her, and she gets upset with me.
"I never made a remark to you or to anyone else about your complexion in twenty years, and you still prefer to side with this weasel."
I put the recorder in my pocket and stood up, to leave. She was still sitting at the table, staring straight ahead, as I turned, "Why the hell did you lie about the condoms?"
I didn't expect an answer and I didn't get one.
After I got to work, I called my lawyer and told him to deliver the divorce papers as soon as he got a chance. We decided to use infidelity as the reason, instead of anything milder.
Karl called and set up a lunch meeting. Joyce seemed a little full of her self, because she found two web sites with video of my wife and Assemblyman Hoffman. I was sure they would not be up too long, because they hadn't met any of the privacy requirements, but by the time they were taken off, the damage would have been done.
According to the local television station, Allen Hoffman was on an unscheduled vacation to the Bahamas. There was no statement for the press available.



Lunch with Karl was interesting. Betsy and Tolliver were picked up in Kentucky, near Fort Campbell. Some local cop was doing random checks on out-of-state license plates and running them just for practice. As luck would have it, Tolliver's number was a winner. Karl had no idea what was going to happen, but he seemed to be enjoying the situation at the present time. They called him to verify her identity, but there was no indication that any other action was necessary on his part.
Bradley borrowed a car from somewhere, and headed for Nitro, West Virginia. We didn't know what he was planning to do, and didn't want to know. Good luck to him.
Neither Karl nor I had seen or heard from Ray in several days.
The rest of the day was quiet and uneventful. A realtor friend of mine was dropping by later, to take a listing on the house. With the boys getting ready to go, and me alone, I didn't need it. I was just hoping that after the real estate fees and closing costs, there would be enough left so I wouldn't have to put anything out of pocket.
The television news that night was interesting. It seems that a three hundred thousand dollar motor home burnt to the ground, in the parking area, of the Green Dragon Market. The motor home belonged to Owen Zimmer, a Lancaster businessman. Arson was suspected. I actually laughed to myself, as I got a beer from the refrigerator. It was good to see that Ray wasn't taking any of this crap lying down. There was a Steven Seagal marathon that night. Hell, every night, there was a Steven Seagal marathon. I checked to make sure I had enough beer. I had no idea where my sons were.
Friday was a slow day at work, which I appreciated. Marcie called after lunch, about the 'for sale' sign on the front yard. I told her she could take any furniture she wanted from the house, and that we would split the profit fifty-fifty. She didn't protest the sale of the house. I think she realized at this point, that there was no going back. She had no idea Jordan was getting early admission at college. I guessed from that tid-bit, that the boys were not talking with their mother.
She called again later that afternoon, when she got the divorce papers. I told her we could talk the next day. She seemed unhappy with the reason stated on the forms.
I was looking forward to supper that night.
Alice Hoffman was in the same seat as she was the last time I saw her. This time, however, she looked radiating. As usual, her hair and make-up were perfect. The dress she was wearing was appropriate for the occasion, as well as flattering. I suddenly realized that I was checking her out as I walked up to the table.
"I didn't see your assistant when I walked in."
"His daughter has a piano recital tonight, so I gave him the evening off. You might have to give me a ride home later, so watch your drinking."
For some reason, that sounded like an invitation, which was awkward because the lady hardly knew me.
"I don't think a little wine will hurt, John. Do you have any preference?"
"I am not a wine connoisseur, but I would be happy with a rose, Portuguese, if they have it."
"How very utilitarian. This could end up being a cheap date for me." A few moments later, we were sharing a cold bottle of Lancer's.
I sipped a little and smiled. "Since it is a date, as you said, than I am afraid I will feel obligated to pick up the tab. Please, don't order the lobster."
The conversation stayed light and pleasant for most of the evening. At one point, Alice mentioned that it would help her divorce, if she could get some sort of statement from Marcie attesting to the affair. I promised to talk to her about it.
We never ordered another bottle of wine, but switched to coffee. Alice did not order lobster, and I did end up paying for the evening. I drove her home and escorted her to the door. She did not invite me in but I did get a quick kiss on the cheek. She didn't protest. Everything ended perfect, just like it began. I enjoyed myself and I enjoyed her company. On the ride home, I found myself trying to figure out a way to see her again.
The boys and I were just finishing breakfast when Marcie showed up. Josh and Jordan made an attempt to be civil to their mother, but it didn't come across very well. The both went outside, and a few minutes later the lawnmower was killing the morning quiet.
"What can I do for you Marcie?" I didn't see any reason to exchange pleasantries, so I got right to the point.
"It's the terms of the divorce. I was wondering if I could convince you to change them to something a little less explicit."
"You don't like the term 'infidelity'?"
"I know it's fully justified and you have ever right to use it, but I would feel better if you could mellow it out a little."
That didn't make sense, since the media exposed it to the whole world.
"I'll make you a deal. If you give a statement to Alice Hoffman's lawyer attesting to the affair with her husband, I'll change it to whatever you want."
"How did you get involved with Alice Hoffman's divorce? Why would something like that be important to you?"
My relationship with Alice was very casual and strictly professional, but I still felt a little guilty trying to explain it to Marcie. After what she did, my hesitancy did not make any sense, but I guess I still felt married and obligated to remain faithful. I realized now it was a stupid characteristic to hold on to.
"Alice Hoffman contacted me, to see if I could assist her in gathering information which would help her in her divorce. She is the one who gave me the videos of you and Allen."
At the mention of the videos, Marcie started to tear up. She wasn't fully crying, just sort of whimpering. I handed her a paper napkin to wipe her face.
"Janice and I watched some of them on the Internet. It was horrible. They didn't even have the decency to block out my face. Thank God they didn't give out my name or where we lived."
"How do you think I felt?"
"I know it sounds cold, but I didn't consider the effect that any of this would have on you or the boys. It wasn't till after I found out about the tapes that I got concerned."
"I guess that pretty much says that you don't feel bad about what you did, but about getting caught."
"I hate to say it, but that's probably right. There is no way I can undo what I did and no way I can ever make it right again."
I refilled her coffee cup and she wiped her face again.
"John, I am sorry about the things I did on the videos. I'm sorry you got to see them."
"What I don't understand is why you would do things with him, that you would not do with me. You never let me fuck you in the ass, yet he got to do it every time you got together. You never swallowed my cum after a blowjob, but you swallowed his, every time. You even spent five minutes giving him a rim job. I could never imagine you doing that with me. It hurt seeing you giving away, what you denied me. It was as if you loved him more than you loved me."
The tears were starting to come now. It was not my intention to upset her this way, but I felt that she steered the conversation in that direction. Amazingly, I did not feel guilty for hurting her.
"He was rich and powerful, and I felt like I wanted to do things to please him. I didn't love him, but I wanted to be with him. I know I am not beautiful or statuesque, so I thought maybe I could make him happy by giving him great sex. I was desperate, so I did things with him that I had never done before. They were dirty, awful, things that I would be embarrassed to do with you. I am sorry that I can't undo it."
I put my cup in the sink. I didn't want any more coffee. I guess I just didn't want to drink any more coffee with Marcie. I took a business card off the refrigerator, for Alice Hoffman's lawyer, and handed it to her. She took the clue and started out the door.
"Actually, Marcie, what you said on the tapes, hurt me more than what the two of you did together. You made remarks about me, and our relationship, that will be in my mind forever. It seems that nothing was safe from your verbal assault. You were not happy with my appearance, my job, my ability to provide for you, or our sex life. It appears that there was nothing I could do right in your eyes. The divorce will be such a relief for you. You will finally be rid of your loser husband."
"John, please, it wasn't that way."
"Sorry, Marcie. Goodbye." She was standing on the porch, still crying, as I shut the door and turned away.
As her car pulled out of the driveway, the lawnmower stopped. Josh and Jordan came in and each grabbed a cold coke.
"Are you going to give us an update, or are we still going to be treated like mushrooms?" Josh was trying to be cute, but still get his point across.
"Your mother was unhappy because I was getting the divorce for adultery. She asked if I could change it to something, that didn't make her look like a whore."
"I hope you didn't agree."
"She is your mother, Josh. Have a little compassion."
Both of them looked at me, a little disappointed. They walked back out into the yard, and moments later the lawn mower was roaring again.
Since Jordan now had his GED, he did not have to attend school anymore. Josh still had to go, but it was only to accumulate attendance days. He had already met all the graduation requirements. Jordan used the time to earn some extra money, working for a local landscaper. They enjoyed teasing each other about their situation. Josh got to see the hot girls at school and Jordan got to earn some cash.
Things were starting to settle down a little. Somehow or other, Owen Zimmer's wife found out why his motor home burnt up. It turns out that Owen was a salesman who worked at the Volvo dealership, and happened to marry the owner's daughter. He didn't own a thing, she did. It didn't take long for the wheels to start turning, after his wife received a mysterious package in the mail. Owen would be out on the street, with no job, and no wife, in no time. Jenny was still living with her parents. Ray had made no attempt to contact her, since filing for the divorce.
Bradley returned from West Virginia with a satisfied smile on his face. He made sure that Carla got a copy of the newspaper article describing the injuries that Steve Springer received from an unprovoked attack over the weekend. Mister Springer told the police, that three men jumped him for no reason, as he left his home. It reality, it was one pissed off husband with a baseball bat. Carla ended up canceling the petition for divorce, but Bradley made no promises, one way or the other.
Karl had divorce papers served on Betsy while she was in jail in Clarksville. He put everything in storage and moved to Pensacola. I never did find out what happened to Betsy. After Karl left, I didn't care.
I was having lunch with Alice several times a week, and usually an evening meal, one night on the weekends. They was nothing romantic or sexual going on, just good company. After a while, there was no mention of the adultery or the pending divorces. We did, however, talk about Allen, mainly because he never returned from the Bahamas, or wherever he was. It seems that he had a special deal going with some dubious businessmen about franchising out, the state motor vehicle inspection business. Large sums of money passed hands and lots of people wanted to talk to Mister Hoffman. Alice wanted to meet Josh and Jordan, but I was dragging my feet. There was just too much of a chance for somebody to turn a wonderful relationship into something inappropriate.
My fellow club members all seemed to have resolved their marital problems with some sort of satisfaction. I felt that mine was still up in the air. That changed in a way I hadn't imagined.
Jordan got summer session classes approved for himself and Josh. With my permission, Josh was able to get his diploma without having to finish the year. He would miss out on the graduation ceremonies, but both boys would be able to start college early. It looked like Jordan was becoming quite the negotiator. I took some time off from work to help move them both to the campus. Now, I was alone.
I didn't remember leaving a light on in the house when I left, and I wasn't expecting to find a portly man sitting in my living room. He had a Foster's in one hand and my first edition copy of 'The Big Kill' in the other. For some reason, I was not startled. The beer came out of my refrigerator and the book from my library. He appeared to be confident and comfortable, as he acknowledged my presence.
"Good evening, Mister Terrell. I hope you don't mind my relaxing a little, while I waited for your return. I assume your boys got settled in Okay. I always loved reading Mickey Spillane. His first five were the best, don't you think?"
My intruder wore a blue blazer with a gray turtleneck shirt. He looked like he belonged at a country club, not in my living room. A pair of bifocals was perched below the bridge of his nose. Without answering, I left the room and got a beer of my own. When I returned, he had put the book on the side table. I sat across from him and gave my long neck a taste test. He smiled and seemed to be very relaxed.
"My name is Elwood Kincaid. Alice Hoffman is my only daughter. She needs a little help right now, and from what I can see, you are the only one who can help her."
So now I knew what real money looked like. Anybody who likes Mike Hammer and Australian lager can't be all-bad.
"I am all ears, Mister Kincaid: please go on."
"There are several different groups of people looking for my daughter's husband. Unfortunately, some of them are less than pleasant. I had to relocate Alice to a safe place and need someone to watch over her. Someone who can be trusted."
"I thought she had somebody on her payroll to take care of that?"
"Not any more. I won't bother to explain. When I say, 'watch over her', I don't mean that she has to be physically protected, it is more companionship and comforting that she needs. From what she has been telling me, you are the best man for the job."
Elwood Kincaid was sort of smiling, as he explained the situation. I don't know if I felt uneasy or relaxed about that.
"What exactly did you have in mind?"
"I just need you to hold her hand for a week or two." He put the empty bottle on the side table, being careful to place it on a napkin he had placed there.
"Where is she now?"
"Upstate New York. I have a small lodge on a remote section of the Chazy River. If it was any further north, it would be in Canada."
"I have a job that I have to go to."
"You are on two weeks paid vacation, starting today. It has all been taken care of."
"Can you explain again, why you selected me?"
Mister Kincaid seemed reluctant to respond to my question. After shifting around in his seat a bit, he finally seemed ready.
"I made a big mistake a few years back when I literally forced Alice to marry Allen Hoffman. I had considered him to be a bright, up-and-coming political force, and felt he would be an ideal husband for my daughter. She didn't love him and at first rejected my suggestion. Unfortunately, I kept nagging at her until she gave in. I screwed up her life and don't want to see it happen again."
"What makes you think I am any better?"
"She picked you. I am in no position to argue with her."
I picked up the two empty beer bottles and started towards the kitchen.
"No more for me John. I already had two. Three beers and I pee in bed."
I walked back with a new longneck in my hand. "How do I find this place?"
He reached in his pocket and gave me a small, handheld GPS unit. "The coordinates are already programmed into it. You won't need it until you get north of Plattsburgh. Just in case, I have a map for you also."
I sat looking at the GPS, as Elwood Kincaid got up to leave.
"Take the book with you if you like."
"Thanks, but I read it three times already. How soon can you leave?"
"I'll be out of here before sunrise."
I finished my beer as he walked out the door. I never saw where he parked his car. I needed a shower and a good nights sleep.
I was almost to Binghamton when the cell-phone starting buzzing.
"John, It's Janice. Where are you? I had a hard time getting a call through."
"I am on a little road trip. What can I do for you?"
"Marcie is missing. I haven't seen or heard from her since yesterday morning. I was hoping you would know something."
"Sorry, Janice. I was up at State College with the boys all day yesterday. I have no idea where she might be. She hasn't called in a while now."
"John, I don't know what to do. Can you come over to the house?"
"I don't think so. I am in New York State right now and I am headed up toward Lake Champlain. I will probably be up here for at least a week maybe longer. Did you notify the police?"
"Yes. They are coming by shortly. I was just hoping you would be here to talk to them."
"I don't have any thoughts that might help. You have been closer to Marcie the last few weeks, so you probably have a better idea of where she is, or what she is doing than I do. Don't get me wrong, I do care what has happened to her, but I am not in a position to be of much assistance."
"I'll call you after the police leave. I will probably give them your cell-phone number. Is that Okay?"
"No problem. Thanks for the call. Sorry I can't help."
I spent the next several hours reminiscing about the life that Marcie and I had together. For some reason, I found myself dwelling on instances when I had doubts of her fidelity. It was never anything of any substance. I remembered times when I had pangs of jealousy, as she talked to male acquaintances for long times, at parties, or other gatherings. I found myself wondering about some of the small trips she made with her female friends over the years. Considering the recent events, I now felt there might have been other affairs that I was too innocent to have recognized at the time. I kicked myself for being too naive and trusting. Maybe if I had been more attentive and affectionate, none of this would have happened. A super, hot cup of Mickey D's coffee restored my senses. I didn't cheat, she did. Leave it there.
The phone rang a few times just north of Saratoga Springs, but the reception was too poor to hold a conversation. I decided not to fret about it, and just pushed on. The lodge that Elwood Kincaid sent me to was not near Chazy, but further west. The GPS was a big help: in fact, I don't think I would have found the place without it. The west branch of the Chazy River was nothing but rocks and white water. It was beautiful to drive along, as the sun was setting. In my mind I saw a native rainbow under each rock. I was hoping there would be some fishing gear at my destination. Naturally, I missed the turn. The GPS immediately notified me of my error.
There was at least a quarter mile of hard-packed gravel road before I saw the place. It was a stone lodge with a wide porch completely across the front. With the abundance of rocks in the area, it was easy to see why stone was chosen, instead of logs. The lodge set up on a small mound about 100 feet from the river. When I opened the car door, the first thing I noticed was the sound of the flowing water. The second thing was Alice standing in the doorway of the lodge, outlined by the light, from the room behind her. I imagined that she had been waiting for the sound of the car on the gravel, or for the sight of the headlights. I felt flattered that she was anxious to see me. I was glad to see her.
She waited on the porch, like a giddy little girl, while I brought my bags up. I had to drop them as she threw her arms around my neck and gave me a passionate bear hug. It would have been the ideal time for a real kiss, but we both pulled back, slightly embarrassed, before that happened. She had hot chili on the stove and cold beer in the fridge. It was a perfect ending to a long day.



Alice and I chatted for several hours. I was still trying not to be too forward. I liked Alice, but we were both married, and I was a little inexperienced at the romance game. The guest room was cozy, but the master bedroom would have been nicer. Tomorrow, I would have to force myself to be a little bolder.
I woke up to the smell of sausage and biscuits. Alice waited until I presented myself, with whiskered face, before she started the eggs. She was happy and perky. It appeared that she got most of her clothing from L.L.Bean. It suited her far better than the fancy clothes she wore in the city. She was proud of the quince jelly, because she had made it herself. I had to admit, it was good. When the first pot of coffee was gone, I used it as an excuse to go shower and shave. I felt comfortable enough to talk with her all morning.
The rest of the morning was spent walking around the property. There were several hundred acres, which were fairly secluded. The river formed the border on one side and the main road on the other. I never saw so many rocks in my life. It looked like a glacier stopped to rest there a million years ago. After lunch, Alice introduced me to a small room full of fishing equipment. Her eyes lit up when she saw my excitement. Two weeks would not be long enough.
I tried several times to get a cell phone call through to Janice with no luck. The lodge had electricity, but no phone. Alice said that was how her father wanted it. Who could argue with that logic?
While Alice busied herself with a few small household chores, I inventoried and explored the equipment room. I didn't have a NY fishing license, but Elwood was kind enough to leave his fishing vest with a license attached. I did not believe a fish and game warden would be interested in checking this stretch of private water, but it wouldn't hurt to wear it.
I selected an old bamboo fly rod with dilapidated eyes for my evening project. The rod was at least fifty years old. Most of the glass eyes were cracked or missing. It was perfect for what I wanted. The old Mitchell spinning reel I discovered needed a good cleaning and some lube. In the corner was a broken spinning rod with just the right eyelets. I was looking forward to tomorrow.
The spaghetti dinner that Alice put together that night was delicious. The only thing missing was some fresh Italian bread. I compensated for the lack of bread by having a second beer. Although it was summer, we decided to build a fire. It was cool enough so that we didn't feel uncomfortable, and I have to admit it was romantic. It only took a few hours to fasten the spinning eyes to my bamboo fly rod. Since I was ready for the next day, I got to spend the rest of the evening with Alice in front of the fire. She had an antique popcorn popper that we had fun trying to use. I think we burned more than half of it, but we did have a lot of fun.
The fire was starting to burn down when Alice looked at me. "You're not going to make me sleep alone again, are you?"
Needless to say, I missed the early morning fishing. By the time we crawled out of bed, it was too late for breakfast. We had omelets for lunch, or was it brunch. I was amazed that we were as compatible in bed as we were at the dinner table. Alice insisted that I go fishing after lunch. She claimed she needed a rest. It was nice to know that Allen had taught Alice the same bedroom tricks that he taught Marcie.
I hate to admit it, but I am an illegal fisherman. I spent twenty minutes collecting larva from the bottom of stream rocks. As bait, they were irresistible to the trout. As far as the state was concerned, they were not allowed. In less than an hour, I had four beauties. That night for supper, we had fresh trout and home fries. Alice also brought out the Mateus Rose, that she had brought just for the occasion. Things did not get better than this. I had forgotten all about my missing wife.
After five days of heavenly bliss I decided it was time to take a short trip to Plattsburgh. We had some burgers and fries. We got a cell-phone signal, so I was able to get in touch with Janice. Marcie was presently the guest of the FBI. Janice didn't know any more than that. I really didn't care.
I called the lawyer and found out that the divorce was right on schedule and no problems were anticipated. The real estate agent was pleased to let me know that we had an offer on the house, but unhappy because it was impossible to get acceptance signatures. I agreed to return the next day to sign the papers, but had no idea how they would get Marcie's signature.
I was getting ready to drive back to Pennsylvania the next morning when Alice told me it would not be necessary. We drove to the Plattsburgh Airport where a private jet was waiting for us. I had no idea how she arranged for the jet, or even knew it would be there. Two hours later, we were home. It must be nice to have a rich daddy. I took care of several small requirements, while Alice visited with her father. Three hours later, we were on our way back home, or should I say, to the lodge.
Alice picked up a few more bottles of wine and a case of Foster's. She also got some new undergarments, though I don't know why. It felt good getting back to the lodge. It felt like I belonged there.
Two weeks later we got a visit from Elwood Kincaid. Somehow or other, he had gotten hold of my final divorce decree. I was now a free man. He also had a death certificate for Allen Hoffman, who apparently drowned in the shallow waters off Montego Bay. No one had any idea what he was doing there, or how he got there. The FBI had no further use for Marcie. She was back living with Janice. Mister Kincaid had arranged for all the furniture and belongings from the house to be put in storage. I don't know if Marcie got any of it. My old job would be held open for me if I ever wanted to return.
I was looking forward to winter along the west branch of the Chazy River.
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Malcolm James was not the blackest man I ever met, but he was in the top ten. Actually, he wasn't very black at all, he just seemed that way. Although he was not even six feet tall, he always left quite an impression. Maybe it was the perpetual snarl that was on his face, or the numerous scars that seemed to have a bluish tinge to them. He was definitely not a man that you would want to meet in a dark alley. I was lucky to have him on my side.
My name is John Ellison. I manage a small company called Divinity Parceling, that packages and distributes large quantities of DVDs, CDs, and other similar products. It is labor intensive work and getting people to do it for minimum pay is next to impossible. Don't be fooled by the name. There is nothing divine about it. By making use of several glaring loop holes in Federal and State laws, we are able to hire people who appreciate the opportunity, but are borderline legal. At the present time, my work force consists of mostly Jamaicans, including Malcolm, with a few Dominicans and Haitians thrown in. Although they were all appreciative of the work, sometimes they slacked off a bit. It was difficult to keep them all working to their fullest potential until I realized the power of Malcolm James.
I watched him carefully for about two weeks and then finally made the decision to approach him. He was articulate and spoke with what I thought was a perfect British accent, but what did I know about those accents? He grinned broadly when I offered him the job of shop supervisor. It was, to say the least, a little unnerving. The new job came with a nice raise and of course a few fringe benefits that none of the floor workers had. I got the feeling that there was more to him than appeared, but I was not interested enough to ask any questions. Productivity increased almost thirty percent. I was happy. The company was happy and Malcolm was happy. He seemed to be where he was meant to be. It was hard to explain.
The company was now running smoothly. If things went as planned, we would be able to continue to operate for at least another eighteen months until we were closed down for some State or Federal violations. This was my sixth similar enterprise in the last ten years. It paid good money, but was not what you would call a career opportunity. I stashed away as much as possible in anticipation of leaner times. The good thing was that I usually had another operation ready to go when one closed down.
I don't really remember how I got into this line of work. I was never really a mainstream type of guy. Doing things the normal way was boring and predictable; not what I was ever looking for. My younger brother, Bobby, was just the opposite. The most important thing in his life was his union job with the local electric company. He always knew where and when his next pay check was coming from and he was comfortable with that. I was happy for him, but never envious.
Bobby and I both married our high school sweethearts. Now that is boring and not nearly as romantic as it appears to be. Bobby and Cora had twin boys who just turned sixteen. My wife, Doreen, and I had a daughter, Aerial, who had just been accepted at Duke and a seventeen year old son, Roger, who was trying everything that he could to get into a military academy. He wasn't really particular about where he went, but he was determined.
Cora worked at one of the local insurance claims companies. They processed claims for over twenty small insurance agencies in the Tri State area. Doreen was never interested in going to work and I was happy with the way things were. We had enough to live on and I felt that a comfortable, happy, home life was more important to the family than extra money.
And that was about it. Life was good in Pleasantville. It wasn't really Pleasantville, but I remembered the name from an old movie and always seemed to relate it to things that were perfect.
Life was good, that is, until I decided to run down to the Super Mall and pick up a few office supplies. I had a girl to do that, but I was always looking for excuses to get out of the office.
The shopping went quickly because I knew what I wanted before I even left the office. I don't usually browse. I grab what I need, pay, and go.
The Keystone Mall was a two story behemoth, with an open atrium in the middle. I guess it is an atrium, as I am not sure of the actual word for it. I was sitting at a table in the second level food court overlooking the first floor when I saw Cora and Doreen coming down the center. Apparently, Cora had taken off work so that she and Doreen could do a little last minute shopping prior to their mini-girl vacation.
After much begging, pleading, and bribing Bobby and I consented to let Cora and Doreen take a five day vacation to an all exclusive resort in Jamaica, near Montego Bay. Bobby and I were not crazy about the idea, but finally agreed to it if they promised to stay at the resort and not wander about the island unescorted. They would be leaving in two days.
I was just about to call out and wave to them when something stopped me. They paused in front of a Victoria's Secret shop; not a normal venue for either of them. I sat back down and quietly watched as they entered the store with little hesitation. Interesting! Quite interesting! I got a fresh cup of coffee and made myself as comfortable as I could in one of those crappy plastic chairs.
It was at least twenty minutes later when they came out. I was not within hearing range, but I could easily tell that they were joking and giggling when they exited. Instead of leaving, they sat on the bench in front of the store. Each of them took some items from the Victoria's Secret bag and dropped them into a Wal-Mart bag. They dropped the Victoria's Secret bags into the trashcan placed at the end of the bench and then proceeded to walk down the mall towards the exit. They were still giggling as they left.
It took me less than a minute to get down the escalator and over to the waste container. I didn't even try and be discreet; I just took off the top of the can and reached in. I left the mall without replacing the top on the trash can. I guess that was an inconsiderate thing to do. Chuckle! Chuckle!
I waited until I got out to the car to look inside the bags. I don't know what I was looking for because they had removed whatever it was that they had bought. I also didn't know which bag was which, but inside each of them were a few sales handouts and a receipt. They had each bought two pairs of baby doll sleepers. One bill was for $65 and the other for $72. They were both paid for with cash. Now Doreen never pays cash for anything. It all goes on the credit cards. Needless to say, she had gotten my attention.
I didn't want to jump to any conclusions until I had a chance to confront her. Actually, I wasn't going to confront her, but rather to let her have an opening to explain the purchases. I had to conclude that they were bought specifically for her upcoming trip, which Bobby and I were not going on. On the drive back to work, I saw dark clouds on the horizon, but the sun was still shining.
I was sulking at my desk while trying to figure out where I had gone wrong when Malcolm James walked in.
"Mister Ellison. I sense that something is wrong. Is it a problem that I should be aware of?"
"No, Mister James, it is not a problem that should even concern you. Everything is fine with the floor and with the work. You have nothing to concern yourself with." I motioned for him to sit.
He was smiling, but still had a look of anxiety on his face.
We sat in silence for a few moments.
"Mister James, where in Jamaica are you actually from?"
"I am from Falmouth, but I spent most of my time in the Montego Bay area. Why does this interest you?"
I paused a short while and rocked back in my chair.
"Do you have any friends in the Montego Bay area?"
"I have lots of acquaintances, but only a few friends. I also know a few people there who are not very friendly. In fact that is why I find myself here at this time."
I reached into my bottom desk drawer and got out a bottle of Jack Daniels and two glasses. The glasses were not what you would call clean, but they were definitely usable. Malcolm James did not refuse when I pushed the filled glass in his direction.
"Is it a money problem?"
He sipped and smiled. "Yes. It is not much; only ten thousand dollars US, but enough to impel me to seek safer surroundings."
He noticed that I was smiling and I think that he knew that it was not because of his situation, but because of what I was contemplating.
"I get the feeling that Mister Ellison needs my help and is trying to figure out how we can benefit each other. Am I correct?"
I thought it was funny that he referred to me in the third person and laughed a little.
"Mister James, are any of your friends or acquaintances of disreputable character?"
Now he was laughing. "Of course, Mister Ellison. They all are."
We were both smiling as I filled the glasses a second time. We sat quietly for what seemed like several minutes, but might have been less.
"Tomorrow, Mister James. Tomorrow we will help each other."
He smiled again as he got up to leave, and I noticed the gold tooth on the right side, toward the rear. I thought it was a little ominous.
It was a family dinner that night. Aerial let everyone know that she could start a summer session at Duke if she could leave within a week. Doreen wasn't thrilled with the idea, but was outvoted. Roger had decided that he wanted to complete a year at the Marine Military Academy in Harlingen, Texas before starting college. I had previously rejected the idea because of the expense, but tonight I was feeling a little different. Doreen gave me an odd look when I supported Roger's idea, but didn't say anything. After the kids left the table, I asked her about her day.
"Cora and I got the last few things that we needed for the trip. I got the cutest little flip-flops. We decided not to take a camera because we were worried about losing it. We each got new swimming suits; two piece ones, but a little on the modest side. We are not young you know."
I smiled a little at the way she was chatting. She was nervous and when that happens she has a tendency to talk too much. If I let her rattle on she might eventually trip herself up, but I already got the answer I was looking for. She said nothing at all about the trip to Victoria's Secret and didn't even hint at it. She was still talking, but I was no longer paying attention. She finally realized what she was doing and shut up. It was too late. She gave it away without even admitting anything.
It would have been so easy to confront her, but that would have accomplished nothing. There was a lot more going on than a trip to a fancy ladies store.
Doreen was fairly quiet for the rest of the evening. I could tell that she felt a little uncomfortable about her talk session. Any further discussion on her part would have just made it worse. Doreen was setting up the DVR to record her programs while she was gone, while I started checking out tuition fees and our total assets. It was not a pretty picture. I would need at least $55,000 a year for Aerial and the one high school year for Roger would be $34,000. I decided to prepay four years for Aerial, but just the one year for Roger. That would leave me with less that $50,000 in the bank. I could figure out Roger's college program later. Hell, he didn't even know where he was going to go.
I gathered up all the addresses that I would need and prepared letters and envelopes. All I would need to do the next day would be to make a trip to the bank and a few phone calls. Maybe I was rushing things. Maybe there was no problem. All I had to base my concern on was a trip to the mall and a bad feeling in my stomach.
Doreen had already gone to bed when I decided to call Bobby. He always stayed up to watch Letterman.
"Bobby. Are you still up?"
"Yes sir, brother John. What can I do for you?"
"Is Letterman on yet?"
"Nope. Ten minutes to go. Talk fast."
"Bobby, I don't mean to get you upset or anything, but has Cora been acting funny lately?"
"Don't jerk me around, John. What is going on?"
"You know. Little stuff that just doesn't seem kosher."
"You mean like the Tupperware Parties and Magic Chef Parties?"
"Maybe. Why are they funny?"
"John. Cora and Doreen have started going to these things on a regular basis along with book club meetings and card parties."
"Yeah. So what?"
"Cora doesn't read much, she hates to play cards, and she never buys anything at those damn parties."
"Did you say anything to her?"
"Hell no. I didn't want to take the chance of ruining my marriage."
"What do you mean?"
"John, if I accuse her of something or even hinted at it and I was wrong, my life would be a living hell. I ain't saying a damn thing until I have a little more to go on."
"Did she show you what she bought while she was shopping today?"
"Yeah. A swimming suit, a pair of sandals, and a floppy hat. Why?"
"I just wondered." There was an awkward lull in the conversation which I finally broke.
"Bobby, does that guy you know from high school still work in the personnel department at Continental Claims Associates?"
"Yeah, I think so. Why?"
"Could you call him tomorrow and ask him if any other company employees are taking vacations at the same time Cora is?"
"John, what the hell is going on?"
"Bobby, I don't know. I just know that something is not right. Doreen doesn't have a whole lot of opportunities to meet guys, but Cora does. This trip to Jamaica seems a little fishy to me."
"Maybe I should just talk to Cora?"
"No way, Bobby. What ever you do, don't say anything to her."
"Okay! Okay! I'll call him. Gotta go now. Letterman is starting."
I slept on the couch that night. No specific reason, but I just didn't feel like crawling into bed with Doreen.
I closed out two money market accounts and cashed in three certificates of deposit. I called all of the appropriate agencies at Duke and the Harlingen military school before getting the cashiers checks drawn up. What wasn't needed for tuitions and such, I took in cash. I left a thousand dollars in the checking account. Before lunch I had four years of Aerial's collage paid for and a year of fancy military school for Roger. As I was leaving the post office I got a call from Bobby.
"John, you were right."
"About what?"
"All of it. Will Curry in the personnel office told me that Cora has been playing patty-cakes with one of the auditors, a guy named Calvin Bostic. It is common knowledge in the company and I don't know why I haven't heard about it before. Anyhow, Calvin and a friend of his, Addison Eberly, are taking vacations at the same time that Cora is."
"Damn it! I was afraid of something like that. Can you get me any info about those guys other than their names?"
"Got it already, John. I'll send you a couple of company ID photos over the phone. The guy with the glasses is Bostic."
"Thanks Bobby. Hey bro, I am sorry about all of this."
"Don't apologize to me John. It's my wife who got Doreen into this mess."
"Bobby, meet me after work at the Peanut Bar. We have things that we need to talk about."
"Got cha."
"Good afternoon. It must be nice to be the boss." Malcolm James was smiling as I walked into my office.
I just smiled back without saying anything as Gloria, my secretary, brought in two cups of coffee.
Malcolm waited patiently as I downloaded the two photos from my phone to the computer. In two minutes, he had a hard copy in his hand and a photo of each man on his own phone. There was a wicked little grin on his face as he sat in anticipation for what was coming.
"Can we get down to business now Mister James?"
"Most certainly, Mister Elliot."
It took less than an hour to come to an agreement and settle on a price. He was happy and I was happy. However, Bobby might not be too pleased when I told him what his share of all this was going to cost.
Bobby dropped a small bomb on me when we met after work. He had decided that he was going to be visiting our Uncle Grant in Tennessee for an indefinite period of time.
"Bobby, that is a little drastic under the circumstances, don't you think?"
"I was awake all last night thinking about things. Today, I made a half dozen calls to people to verify my suspicions about Cora's activities. It not too drastic, John. If anything it is a little too late."
"Sorry, Bobby. I never realized. It appears that I didn't have a clue about what was going on in my own marriage either."
"What is wrong with us, John? Why did they do this and how come we didn't see it coming?"
For the next few moments we sat quietly, eating peanuts and sipping on warm beer. I ordered a couple more cold ones and smiled at my brother.
"How can I help you out, Bobby? What can I do?"
"We are okay, John. I got a small trailer lined up. The boys and I are going to pack up most of what we will be needing and we should be in Tullahoma by the end of the next day."
"What about your job? You loved that job."
"I know. It was a hard choice to make. I already called Grant. He said I won't have any trouble getting some type of work there. Whatever it is, it won't have all the fancy union benefits, but the boys and I will be able to get by. I'll be taking all of our savings and investments with us when we go."
"What are you going to tell Cora?"
"I am going to leave her a note that we went to Alaska. I always talked about going there, so she might be gullible enough to buy it; at least for a while."
"Oh yeah, that reminds me Bobby. You owe me $4,000."
"What? What the hell do I owe you 4,000 dollars for?"
"You got to trust me, Bobby. It is money well spent and it is better if you don't know any more than that."
"Will I get it back?"
"Probably not."
"Crap!"
I decided to give Doreen another chance to come clean after supper that evening. The results were no better this time. She did happen to mention that since her cell phone would not work there, she was going to be leaving it at home. She told me to just assume everything was okay, unless I heard otherwise. If there was a problem she promised that she would find a way to let me know.
Since Doreen was going to be spending the evening packing for her trip, I decided to take the kids out for a night of bowling. The suggestion was met with a lot of groans and eye rolling, which stopped as soon as I shook my head and drew my finger across my lips. We did go to the bowling alley, but we never did bowl.
It was not something that I wanted to do, but something that I had to do. At this point I didn't actually know anything, but I did feel strong enough about what was going on to take action. I explained to the kids what was going on. Aerial seemed to understand, but Roger, was not happy.
Both of the kids were excited about the school preparations, especially Roger, who had no idea up to this point that I had set everything up. Aerial was ready to leave as soon as possible and was tickled pink when I told her she could take Doreen's Volvo. She was not expecting a car at all. I thought that it was the fair thing to do. Roger was going to be staying with my parents until arrangements could be made for him to go to Harlingen. He would probably still be here when Doreen returned from her vacation. We would just have to wait and see if that caused any problems. The kids would be able to store all of their personal belongings at my parents place for as long as necessary.
I was not sure what I would be doing.
Bobby and I both arrived at the departure terminal at the same time. We didn't talk, but did nod to each other from fifty feet away. Cora and Doreen were laughing and giggling as they entered the facility together. They did remember to turn, wave, and smile at both of us before leaving the platform. Bobby and I did not smile back.



When I arrived at work, I was greeted with a bevy of government cars and a few police units. This was a scenario that I had been through before, so I just tightened up my belt and walked in. Gloria was waiting for me with a smile on her face. She had also seen this before. The work floor was almost entirely empty. There were a few Haitians milling around, but there were no Jamaicans or Dominicans to be seen anywhere, which included Malcolm James. Gloria had already called the lawyers. I spent the next thirty minutes talking gibberish to several government suits, but was not able to determine if they were local, state, or federal. It didn't really matter. The legal beagles finally showed up and Gloria and I were able to slip away with no problem. We were having coffee at Starbucks when Bobby called.
"John, I just heard on the radio that the Feds hit your place. What's going on?"
"It okay, Bobby. The company has control over everything. Gloria and I are enjoying a hot cup right now. How about at your end?"
"I took care of things at work and at the bank. The boys and I are going to be packing the rest of the day and we will be leaving tomorrow morning."
"Sounds good brother. Do you need anything?"
" We are fine, John. By the way I also saw a lawyer. The divorce paper work has been started."
"Sorry to hear that, but I think we both know that it was coming."
"They are going to serve the papers the day she gets back. I will be long gone."
"I guess I will end up having to pick them both up at the airport when they get home. I'll just drop Cora off at the house. Is that okay?"
"Sounds great to me. I guess they are there by now; all settled in their rooms. Are you sure that you don't want to let me in on what is going on?"
"No way brother. The less you know the better. I don't think anything will happen until tomorrow. You can think about it while you are cruising down Route 81."
No sooner had I hung up the phone when I got a call from Pierce Donavon, our division chief, and the man who sets up the new operations. Gloria and I were summoned to headquarters in King of Prussia the next morning. Gloria seemed happy about it, but I was having some reservations. I can't explain it because I really liked the job.
I made arrangements to pick Gloria up the next morning and headed home. Aerial already had her car packed for her trip. I would have really liked to have been able to go with her, but she assured me that she was ready to take care of herself. Under the circumstances, I didn't argue with her. Most of her things were in cardboard boxes in the garage to go to my parents place for storage.
Roger was packing almost all of his things for storage. The military school would be providing him with everything that he needed. They better, for the price that they were charging. Dad was going to be driving him down so that he could visit a few old Air Force buddies in San Antonio. Mom was very adamant in begging out of that trip. I was proud of the way that the kids were handling things. They had a better idea about what they wanted to do than I did.
I decided to stay with mom while dad was traveling. That meant that I had a lot of packing to do also.
We did not receive a call from Doreen and I hadn't really expected one. She had carefully set the stage by explaining that she would only call if there was a problem. The kids and I went to Cici's for pizza and we picked up a couple of bundles of boxes and more packing tape on the way home. It was two in the morning before I had all of my things sorted and ready to go. Dad was coming over in the morning with his pickup to collect everything. It would probably take at least three trips. At least it would keep the kids busy while I was at work.
The next company operation was going to be started up in Lancaster. The big wigs were a little disappointed when I declined this one. I did, however, recommend Gloria because she knew as much about running things as I did and she was ready to move up. As soon as we left the office, she was on the phone to her husband to relay the good news. It would almost double her salary. She was one happy girl.
I had no idea what I would be doing.
On the way home I got a call from Bobby. He and the boys were just getting into Tennessee. He actually seemed happy. I felt good for him.
The kids were staying with mom and dad, but I decided to stay one more night at the house to get all of the loose ends tightened up. I was just about finished for the evening when the phone rang.
"Ah, Mister Ellison. It is nice to see that you are home."
"Malcolm my friend. Where the hell are you?"
"I am home of course. Taking care of business as you requested."
"And you have international calling with your cell phone?"
"Of course. Everybody here does."
"I assume that you have good news for me?" It was a statement posed as a question.
"Most certainly, sir. In fact, things went far easier than I had anticipated. You can rest assured that all of your problems have been taken care off."
"Thanks you. You are a true friend."
"Mister Ellison. I only did what you paid me to do."
"Why do I feel that it is more than that?"
"Be careful Mister Ellison. You do not want to fall into that trap."
We were both laughing for no particular reason.
"Mister Ellison, I was sorry to hear about your trouble at work. I hope that you have survived any repercussions."
"I am fine. I am also curious as to how you got all of your people out of the way."
"I have friends in the INS, Mister Ellison. I guess I should have let you know, but I decided against it. I was able to take care of all my people, but some of the Haitians were a little hard-headed."
"I think it all worked out well."
"What are your plans now?"
"I think I will be taking a short break until I can get a few personal problems worked out."
"Mister Ellison. Remember this number and stay in touch. I think I might have something that you will be interested in."
"That would be nice. I'll plan to do that."
I still had two more beers to finish up before getting some shuteye.
It would be three more days until Doreen and Cora returned from their vacation. After the first day, I found myself doing redundant things. I did stop and see a lawyer, Glenn Roast, to find out exactly what my obligations would be if I filed for a divorce. There wasn't enough money left to open up an off-shore account or anything like that. I decided not to shut off the utilities. I was just not going to be paying for anything any more. My credit rating was going to take a big hit, but I figured I could handle it.
The next morning, Aerial left for North Carolina in her new Volvo. Her summer session would be starting in ten days. Mom and dad gave her a little nest egg to help her get settled in. Roger and dad decide that they were going to take off the same day that Doreen was getting back. Roger wanted to avoid any unpleasant confrontations. I thought that this was a good idea. It appeared that they had a few stops planned on the way, including some Memphis Bar-B-Q and New Orleans gumbo.
Everybody, except me, seemed to be happy. I was trying like hell not to wallow in my misery. The only thing that seemed to help was beer.
Later that night, I got another call from Malcolm, unfortunately, it was on my cell phone.
"Mister Ellison. Is anything happening at your end?"
"What do you mean?"
"The gentlemen in question have been missing for two days now and the ladies have not notified the hotel personnel or the local police. Did they possibly report this to your local authorities there?"
"Not that I know of. Why haven't they contacted any officials in the immediate area?"
"My people tell me that they seem to be baffled or confused about what to do. They are definitely not having a good time. My guess is that they are afraid that if they draw attention to the situation they will expose themselves as... I don't know what the proper term to use, Mister Ellison. I don't want to offend you in any way."
"So they are doing nothing?"
"It appears that they are constantly looking for the gentlemen to show up and hoping that things will resolve themselves. I am afraid that they will be greatly disappointed."
"Mister James, what are you suggesting that I do?"
"As I see it, there is nothing that you can do. We have to wait for them to decide to report it, either here or back in the states when they return."
"That would be awkward. What local authorities would they go to, to report a crime that took place in Jamaica?"
"Mister Ellison, I believe that you have created quite a dilemma for your wife. I have a feeling that she wishes that she had never taken this trip. No matter what she does, she will be in trouble."
"I thank you for the call, Mister James. I am going to sleep with a smile on my face tonight."
"I will call you if anything changes, Mister Ellison."
Morning brought a lot of anxiety. I didn't sleep as well as I thought I would. The first thing I did was make a quick call to Bobby to see if he had heard anything from Cora. He had no contact from his wife either. The trip for him and the boys went well and they were all comfortably settled in. Before hanging up, Bobby mentioned that he was going to be turning off his cell phone for the next two weeks. He told me to call Grant's number if I had to get in touch with him.
It was the longest day of my life. I checked and double checked the house to make sure that I had taken care of everything. I went to see the lawyer again and filled out an information form so that I could file for the divorce with no problems at the appropriate time. I gave him a power of attorney to handle the separation and any other actions for me. Just on a whim, I gave him a hefty retainer for any possible future repercussions from the Jamaica fiasco. I was a little worried that I might have gone too far.
On the drive back to my parents home, I realized that none of the concerns that I had, had anything to do with my marriage. Sure, everything that I had done was a result of Doreen's infidelity, but the breakup did not actually seem to bother me. Somewhere along the line, I had resolved myself to accepting it. There was a bit of serenity that came with that realization. Knowing that the kids were not going to be suffering any great trauma made things a lot easier. I don't know why I didn't feel worse. I felt betrayed, but not humiliated. That was strange, because it was not what I had ever expected.
Roger and dad left with the rising sun. Roger got to drive the first leg of the trip. Mom insisted on packing a lunch for them, but I secretly think they were looking forward to a week or so of junk food. I had about six hours to kill before the plane arrived back from Jamaica. I got to spend some rare one on one time with mom. She was supportive, but just to be on the safe side, she did not say anything against Doreen. They had actually gotten along fairly well over the years and I think mom was sad to see what had transpired.
I didn't park the car and go in to help them. I simply waited for them to come out of the terminal with their bags. I had to move the car twice, but just circled and came back.
"John, why didn't you come in to help us get our bags?"
"It's a damn hassle parking the car and I figured that this would be easier all around."
"John, where is Bobby?" Cora noticed that her husband had not come and felt obligated to inquire.
"He and the boys are tied up. I told him that I would drop you off at the house."
In a few minutes, we were on the way. No one was talking for the first few miles. The silence was quite obvious. Doreen seemed to be occupied looking out the side window and Cora sat in the back trying to be inconspicuous.
"Well? Are you going to tell me about the trip? What you did? Where you went? Did you have anything good to eat? You two are awfully quiet for just returning from a tropical vacation."
"It was a long flight, John. To tell you the truth, we are exhausted. I just want a hot shower and a soft bed."
"That's it? That is all you have to say for five days?"
"I'll tell you all about it tomorrow. Okay? "
Since she was back to looking out the window, she didn't see me smiling to myself. The rest of the trip home was silent. It would have been easy to push the envelope a little, but I was having enough fun just watching them squirm. Since I had not heard anything from Malcolm, I had to assume that they did not report the missing men to any one. I wonder what they did with their luggage. Interesting!
I dropped Cora off at their house and ten minutes later pulled into our driveway. Doreen looked at me with an odd expression when I removed her bags from the car and set them on the grass instead of carrying them into the house. As I was getting back into the car, she finally spoke.
"John, where are you going? Aren't you coming into the house? What about my bags?"
"I have to run right now, darling. I'll call you later."
She looked so bewildered standing there watching me drive away. I would have loved to see her face when she discovered that I had actually moved out of the house. Of course she would not have a lot of time to dwell on it, because Cora was probably on the phone by now.
"John, Doreen has called three times already. She keeps asking me what is going on and I keep trying to avoid answering her. John, you know I am no good at that kind of stuff. I don't like what happened, but I don't want to be in the middle of it either. You are going to have to talk to her."
"Sorry, mom. The next time that she calls I'll take it. Did she ask about the kids at all?"
"No. She was sort of babbling about an empty house and a problem that Cora seemed to be having. I didn't try to give her an explanation. I just put her off."
I grabbed a beer from the fridge and got comfortable in the easy chair by the phone. It was only a ten minute wait for the next call.
"John, what the hell is going on?"
"Can you be a little more specific?"
"What are you doing over at your parents house? Where are the kids? I would appreciate some answers. What the hell is wrong?"
"Aerial left for school. She wanted to get settled in so that she could take a few summer sessions. Everything is fine. You don't have to worry about her."
"Why couldn't she have waited until I got back? What was the big hurry?"
"I don't know. I guess she was anxious."
"All of Roger things are gone. Where is he at?"
"Dad and Roger are on their way to Texas. He is finally getting to go to one of those military schools that he has been nagging us about. Since he is going to be gone for at least five years, he put all of his stuff in storage, like Aerial did."
"Why didn't you discuss this with me. I am their parent too. You completely left me out of everything. That is not fair."
"Yeah, I know. Life sucks!"
"What does that mean? You have no reason to get sarcastic. What the hell are you doing at your parent's house? Did you move out too?"
"Bingo! Jackpot! You figured it out. Yes, I moved out. You have the house all to yourself."
There was no quick retort. I don't know how long the silence was, but it seemed like minutes. I waited patiently for her next move.
"Cora called. She said that Bobby and the twins were gone. He left a note saying that they went to Alaska. Do you know anything about that John?"
"Yeah. He told me a little bit." Doreen hadn't mentioned the divorce papers that Bobby said were going to be served on his wife. I could only assume that it had not been done yet.
"John, what brought all this on? Tell me something."
"I try to stay out of Bobby's life, Doreen. All I know is that he mentioned a guy named Calvin Bostic. Do you know him or anything about him?"
This time the silence was a lot longer. I waited for some type of response. I am sure that she was thinking that if Bobby knew about Calvin than I must know about Addison.
"John, I am not feeling too good right now. I am tired and I am confused. I need to get some rest and to think things over. Can you come by the house tomorrow?"
"Sure, darling. I have plenty of time. Oh, by the way, I think you should know that I also lost my job. I am now officially unemployed."
A few seconds later the phone went dead.
My mother was not happy.
I was in no hurry to face Doreen. I arrived at the house about 10am. It would have to be done eventually. Cora was there.
"John. We know what you did." It appeared that Doreen would be the designated spokesman.
"Can you explain it to me?"
"Don't be a smart ass. It doesn't suit you."
I decided not to respond to that.
"Cora contacted Will Curry. You and Bobby knew about Calvin and Addison. Will told Bobby everything and Bobby told you. You can't deny it and you can't hide it."
"So who is this guy Addison? How come you never mentioned him to me?"
"John, you are trying to be cute again. You know perfectly well who Addison is. You also knew that Calvin and Addison were going on the trip to Jamaica with Cora and I."
Everything that she said was accurate so I saw no reason to argue with her.
"Neither one of you made an attempt to stop us from going on that trip. You both new that we were going to a tropical island with two men and you did nothing to halt it. What kind of husbands react that way? It was like you didn't care."
Things were getting humorous now. Doreen was carefully shifting the blame for the affair from the cheating wives to the indifferent husbands. She noticed me smiling and her tone immediately changed.
"It is not funny, you son-of-a-bitch. Two good men are dead now because of you. You could have said something. You could have stopped it, but no! You had to go and have them killed. You didn't do it yourself, but we know damn well that you arranged it."
"Did you report this?"
"What do you mean?"
"When did you realize that they had been killed? Who did you notify?"
"No one. We couldn't tell anybody. If we had, then you and Bobby would have discovered what we had done. We couldn't take the chance."
"So you left Jamaica without informing the authorities that the two men who were with you had been killed? I think somebody is going to be pissed."
Both women just sat and stared at me. I was still smiling.
"So, my loving wife. What are you going to do now?"
"We are going to the police station and report it. It has to be done."
"And pray tell me, just how are the local police going to handle a murder that happened in Jamaica. By the way, do they have the bodies or the murder weapons?"
"There are no bodies. You were too clever for that weren't you?"
"I don't know what I ever did to deserve this, Doreen, but you go to the police and tell them the whole thing. Make sure that the report shows exactly why the four of you went to Jamaica and what you were intending to do there. I'll need that information for the divorce action."
"You bastard." Cora took advantage of my comment to chime in. "Bobby had me served with papers last night. You knew that didn't you. You were laughing to yourself all the way home from the airport weren't you?"
"Yeah. He did mention something like that before he left."
I watched as Cora stormed out of the room. I couldn't tell if she was crying or just really pissed off.
I stood up and walked towards the door.
"John, I am sorry. It wasn't suppose to turn out this way." Doreen's voice had softened.
"How was it suppose to turn out?"
I waited for a few moments and got no answer.
"Doreen. Can you at least give me some sort of an explanation as to why you did this?"
I waited a few moments while she got her thoughts together.
"The kids were grown and you were working all the time. My life had become drab and uninteresting. Cora had had the same problem and she said that she solved it by making a few male friends outside of the house."



"A few male friends?"
"Don't interrupt, John, or I won't be able to get thorough this. I decided that it was worth a chance so I had her fix me up with Addison."
"So, was it worth it?"
I watched her squirm a little before answering.
"Actually, John, Yes. It was worth it. It was fun and exciting. I can't lie to you. I enjoyed every minute. Up until I met Addison, you were the only guy that I had ever been with. I would never consider leaving you to be with him, but I always had a good time when the two of us were together."
"So, I was just a big joke?"
"It wasn't like that, John. I was not trying to replace you or make fun of you. I was just attempting to make my life a little more interesting."
I really didn't need to hear any more. I turned and walked out of the door. I went to Wendy's for lunch.
It was just before noon the next day when Detective Daniel Greene came to see me. He allowed me to drive my own car to the station. I think he did that so that he wouldn't have to drive me back. He did not seem too concerned about my showing up.
We talked for three hours. I finally called Glenn Roast. He got everything settled so that I could leave and he also got copies of Doreen's statement about the alleged murder. Her certified comments about the reason for the trip were going to be enough for the divorce papers. Detective Greene seemed to be baffled. He said that he would have to contact the Montego Bay police and Jamaican authorities before he could arrive at any course of action. I am totally ignorant about all the terms used to describe the different levels of killing someone and what proof is required for each one. He was trying to explain it to me, but I blocked it out.
Late that night, I got another call from Malcolm James. It was short; very short.
"Tomorrow, Mister Ellison. Tomorrow will be a glorious day."
Tomorrow came and nothing happened till about 2pm, when I got a call from Detective Greene. He was sort of laughing as he talked, which I found unnerving. "Mister Ellison. Watch the 5 o'clock local news this evening and the 6 o'clock national news. I think that you will find it interesting."
It was a short news blurb, but, as Detective Greene said, interesting.
"Two local men were found wandering nude down a dirt road in the hills about 60 miles south of Montego Bay, Jamaica. The men claimed that they had been kidnapped and held for ransom at a goat farm in the mountains. They managed to escape early this morning and make their way towards town where they were rescued."
The national news was basically the same except it had pictures of the two men and mentioned their names. A short while later I got another call from Detective Greene. He asked me to come in the next morning so that we could discuss the circumstances surrounding the incident. I thought that that was mighty generous of him.
Mom thought the whole thing was hilarious and I think she even winked at me. I slept well that night.
As I went into Detective Greene's office, I saw Doreen and Cora being escorted into the same interrogation room that I had previously been in. I am sure that they were going to have a lot of fun the rest of the day.
"Mister Ellison, I am not sure that you are completely innocent concerning this affair, but I see your involvement from a far different perspective now."
He was actually smiling when he said that. I couldn't help but return the expression.
"As I said before, I am completely innocent of anything to do with the disappearance of those two men."
I thought he was going to burst out laughing, but instead he offered me a cup of coffee.
"It appears Mister Ellison that Mister Bostic and Mister Eberly made a midnight excursion from their vacation compound to purchase a little local weed; Ganja by name. Five minutes after they left the hotel they were kidnapped, tied up, and taken on an hours drive over rough mountains roads. This is all their version, you understand."
I sipped the hot coffee that one of the uniformed officers brought into the office, and smiled with a little nod.
"Both men were stripped of all their clothing and locked in a goat pen; a goat pen that just happened to have bars on the doors and windows. The next morning they were informed that a ransom demand for ten thousand dollars US each, had been delivered to the ladies that had accompanied them to the hotel. They would not be released until the ransom had been paid."
Detective Greene stopped for a moment and tasted some of the machine coffee. It sucked, but he seemed to be used to it.
"Detective Greene, I don't believe that my wife or my sister-in-law had access to that kind of money."
"Apparently not. The following day, Mister Bostic and Mister Eberly were told that the ransom demand had been dropped to five thousand dollars each, and that this was presented to both Mrs. Ellison's."
The coffee was actually tasting a little better by this time.
"The next day, the price was a thousand each, and on the day that the ladies departed to come home, the price had been dropped to a thousand dollars for both men."
"I can only assume that the ransom was never paid."
"Oh, it gets better than that Mister Ellison, much better."
He motioned to silently inquire if I wanted more coffee, but I declined.
"That night, the men conveniently overheard their captors talking. Since the ransom had not been paid, the kidnappers decided that they were going to have to kill both of them in the morning. Luckily, they discovered that one of the windows in the hut was unlocked."
I found it hard to control myself at that point and my host was having the same difficulty. We managed to keep it down to muffled snickers.
"In a heroic effort they broke free from their confinement and made a mad dash for freedom down the mountain, with no shoes and no clothes."
I swear that if it had not been such a serious situation, both of us would have burst out laughing. We took a moment to contain ourselves and then he started up again.
"Mister Ellison. Neither your wife nor your sister-in-law ever got a ransom demand. Now isn't that amazing?"
"Is that a question or a comment?"
Now, both of us were actually laughing, but very quietly so as not to attract attention.
"Seriously though, Mister Ellison, I am sure that you had some input into this entire fiasco, however, I don't see any reason for us to pursue anything at this end."
"Well that is good news. Can I consider this case closed, or should I be prepared for something popping up in the future?"
"It is closed as far as I am concerned. Your wife and sister-in-law, however, have a few more questions to answer about the charges that they made against you and your brother. Our legal people are reviewing their statements pretty closely, just in case."
Doreen and Cora were still in the interrogation room as I left the building. My wife saw me as I walked by and tried to make some sort of gesture. I pretended that I didn't see her and kept walking.
It was a front page story in the local newspaper, and both Doreen and Cora were mentioned by name. I am sure that they will be getting a lot of questions about that from all of our friends and relatives. I stopped at a Taco Bell for lunch on the way home.
That evening I got another call from Malcolm.
"How are things at your end, Mister Ellison?"
"Couldn't be better, my friend. I am very impressed."
"Thank you. I always do my best, Mister Ellison. A few days ago I mentioned the possibility of a position here that might suit you. Do you think that you might be interested?"
"I would be interested in discussing it."
"Fine. There will be a ticket waiting for you at the Jamaica Air Lines counter tomorrow morning. Don't worry. It will be a round trip ticket." Malcolm was laughing on the other end; a wicked little laugh.
Six weeks later, I was completely relocated to Falmouth, Jamaica. It appears that Malcolm James had many friends who had a lot of money that needed to be invested. They bought an all-inclusive resort facility that had come upon hard times. Since 90% of the clientele were from either North America or Europe they wanted a man of my stature to be the responsible person of authority. Yes. I sold out. I was now in the position of posing as a front, or a shill so to speak. Although I was required to actually setup and manage the facility, I still reported to a clandestine group who wished to avoid any and all publicity. I was well-paid and well-compensated.
It was an interesting position. I had a lady working with me, named Marja who was wanted by the Finnish authorities for the murder of her philandering husband. As long as she stayed in Jamaica she was safe. She was in charge of all of the recreation, events, and advertising. Most of the other employees were locals, who for some reason seemed to have excellent work ethics. Many of them, I discovered, were hired by Malcolm James. Interesting.
There were three different restaurants in the facility and the prominent menu item at each of them was goat, in some fashion.
Doreen and Cora had been convicted of something, somehow related to the incident and they both received suspended sentences. I never even found out what the exact charges were.
I hear that Calvin Bostic and Addison Eberly both accused Doreen and Cora of refusing to pay their ransom. They never believed the story that no ransom demands were ever made. I think that those relationships died rather fast.
Five months after relocating, my divorce was finalized.
Time passes rapidly when you are having fun. Two years have gone by. Aerial is doing great at Duke and Roger was now at Texas A&M on a full scholarship. Doreen keeps in touch with them three or four times a month by cell phone.
Cora tracked Bobby down in Tennessee and had him served with papers to get custody of the twins. A week later, Bobby and the boys were in Alaska.
Marja and I moved in together. There is an odd excitement about sleeping with a woman who murdered her husband. Sort of like bungee jumping.
I had no further contact with Doreen until last week.
"Mister Ellison. I have good news and I have bad news." Malcolm has turned into a big joker. I always have to be on my toes.
"Give me the bad news first."
"The Silver Star cruise ship arrived this morning and your wife is on board with a gentleman friend."
A chill went up my spine.
"What is the good news?"
A big grin came across his face; big enough to show the demonic gold tooth.
"The Jamaican authorities had her name on a special list. Since we are now using passports for all Caribbean travel it was easy to flag her arrival."
" And what exactly does this mean?"
"The former Mrs. Ellison has been detained and charges are presently being prepared. It seems that her failure to report the kidnapping three years ago has been considered to be a criminal offense of some type. A lot of local officials were embarrassed by the whole situation and they seem more than eager to get a little payback."
"Damn, Malcolm. She didn't really do anything."
"I know that and you know that, but that doesn't make it go away."
"What is her travel companion doing to help her?"
"Nothing. When the police explained to him what had happened, he couldn't get back on the ship fast enough. I think he is planning on flying home."
Doreen ended up in Kingston and she was charged with several minor offenses. No suspended sentences here. Some low level US embassy people tried to intervene, but it was to no avail. She was sent to Fort Augusta for one year. It wasn't fair, but it seemed to be out of my hands.
It was three months until I got up the courage to go see her. Malcolm had arranged for the visit before hand.
"John. What are you doing here? It is so good to see you. How did you find out about this?" She looked a little thinner and gaunt. Perhaps it was the lack of make up and grooming.
"Doreen, I live here now. On the north side of the island. I've known about your problem for a while now."
"What? Why didn't you do something? You must know somebody here that can help me."
"What would you want me to do?"
"Get me out of here. PLEASE! You can't imagine what this is like."
I looked at her without speaking. I actually didn't know what to say.
"John. The guards are forcing me to provide favors for them."
"Favors?"
"Sexual favors, John. I am being forced or coerced to provide the male guards with sexual favors. Do I have to be more explicit?"
"No. I think I understand. I'll see what I can do."
We spent the next thirty minutes talking about the kids and what they were doing. When I left, I promised her again that I would see if I could help her.
I know that it doesn't all make sense. I should really be happy to see that the bitch is being torched, but she was my wife for twenty years and she was the mother of my children.
I explained the problem to Malcolm. He seemed a little confused at my concern for Doreen's well being, but promised to take care of things.
As if by magic, Doreen became off limits to the guards and there would be no repercussions. I never verified this, but I had Malcolm's word and that was good enough. The processes were started to change her sentence to time served.
Two months later, I drove down to Kingston on the day that she was being released and scheduled to go home. As usual, some low level embassy personnel were taking credit for getting her sentence commuted, but I knew better. I didn't get to talk to her, but we saw each other from afar. She was smiling, sort of, and wearing a powder blue maternity dress as she walked across the tarmac.



        Alibi Fish

        Cheating wife tried to frame husband.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/alibi-fish

Title: Alibi Fish

Author: PAPATOAD

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Cheating wife tried to frame husband.

Tags: cheating, violent, humor




Thanks to the Hip and Knee doctor for editing assistance.
There is no sex in this story. Sorry.

It should have been light enough by now to turn off the headlights, but the clouds and the rain had taken command of the situation. It wasn't a heavy rain; more of a dark drizzle, but enough to keep the wiper going. The rain didn't bother me because I would go fishing in any weather, as long as the water wasn't frozen. It was a habit that I had adopted six years ago, after my two kids left for college.
My married life took a turn for the worse at that time. For years, I had anticipated the children leaving so that Marci and I could spend a little quality time together, if you get my drift. Marci went the other way. After the kids were gone, she found new interests and new friends that didn't include me. Of course, being the trusting fool that I was, I initially never imagined that it was anything more than that. Luckily, I found out before it was too late.
"Danny! Danny! Wake up we are almost there."
Danny Greene, my passenger and fishing companion for the day, let out a loud groan as he raised his head from the side of the truck window. After a few more grunts and groans, he reached for the thermos on the dashboard.
"You are crazy, Terry. I have no idea why I let you talk me into this. I only get two Saturdays off a month and you had to insist that I go fishing with you today. Why today? You know that I hate fishing."
I was smiling to myself as I watched Danny spill more coffee on his lap than he got into the cup. That resulted in a colorful stream of cuss words as he struggled to wipe himself off and at the same time try not to spill any more.
"It's special, Danny. I'll explain it all to you after we get out on the lake. I absolutely needed you with me today."
Danny and I grew up together. He was now a Detective with the Madison City Police Department and I was an assistant director at the Department of Parks and Recreation. We both were fairly happy with our jobs and our lives in general. We were not, what you would call the closest friends, but we were close enough to go fishing together.
Ten minutes later, the rain had relented just enough so that we could launch the boat without getting completely drenched. Danny was still cussing and groaning as we pulled away from the ramp and headed for fishing waters. As to be expected, we had the lake all to ourselves. Nobody else was crazy enough to go out on a day like this.
The coffee was gone, so all we had to drink was the beer in the cooler. Danny looked in the cooler and then changed his mind. Although it wasn't actually raining, it was damp and miserable; not really beer weather.
I just brought some night crawlers and a little bit of mush along; no minnows today. After drifting into a quiet little cove we both baited up and dropped in a couple of lines. Danny got as comfortable as possible under the circumstances and stared me straight in the eye. He didn't have to say anything; I knew what he wanted.
"Danny, I brought you along today because I need to get an alibi fish".
That got his attention. "What the hell is an alibi fish?"
It was not an easy thing to explain. Now that I thought about it, it would probably sound stupid as well. Of course when I planned all of this, I thought it was brilliant.
"Danny, I have to be able to prove that I was here today; fishing. I need you to verify this and I need the fish to prove that you are not lying for me, just because we are friends."
My friend gave me an exasperated look as he reached into the cooler. I didn't think he was going after the beer to cool off, but rather to be able to wrap his head around my ridiculous explanation. He gave me a weird look and waved his hand at me, indicated that he wanted to hear more, as he twisted off the cap. I didn't respond. I went for the ice chest and got a longneck for myself. It was too cool for beer, but we both had one anyway.
"Do you remember Hannah Marshall?"
"Yeah. She married that trucker from Paxton. Big brute that everybody said used to run with the Devil Dogs."
"Roscoe Boucher. They got married about eight years ago."
"So what does Hannah Marshall, urhh Boucher, have to do with your alibi fish?"
"About two years ago, Marci started to hang out with Hannah. At first, I just thought it was girl stuff, you know, shopping and having lunch and things like that."
"Go on, go on. Where are you taking this Terry?"
"Danny, I ain't the smartest guy in town, but it didn't take me long to figure out that Marci was running around on me."
"I don't want to get involved with this Terry. I am not going to stick my nose into your personal problems."
"Hold on! Hold on! I am not asking you to stick your nose into my married life. All I want you to do is to verify that I was here with you today and that we have obtained the fish to prove it."
"The alibi fish?"
"Right. Without the fish, anything that you say might be suspect."
Danny finished his beer, but didn't go for another one.
"Damn it Terry. I think you are watching too many detective shows on TV. That is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard of. If I say that we were together fishing this morning, that should be the end of it."
"I will feel better if we had the fish."
I heard a groan come from my fishing partner as he pulled in his line. While he was putting on a fresh worm, he tilted his head sideways to look at me.
"You haven't told me why we are here, Terry. You still haven't told me why you need an alibi."
I hit the trolling motor for about five seconds to allow us to drift closer to the pads near the shore.
"I started to get seriously interested in what Marci was doing, but I didn't know what to do about it. She isn't big on using the computer for anything, so I discarded the idea of trying to track any activity there. Marci loved her cell phone, but I had no idea how I could get any information by monitoring her calls. Hell, I wouldn't know how to do it if I wanted to."
"Okay. I get it. You're a technical klutz. What did you do?"
"I got three voice-activated digital recorders at Radio Shack. I put one in the kitchen, one in the living room, and the last one in the bedroom. I had to move the one in the kitchen three times so that it wouldn't pick up noise from the refrigerator and the other appliances."
"Since we are here under these peculiar circumstances, I have to assume that this idea worked for you."
"Yes. All I found out the first couple of weeks is that Marci and Hannah were seeing two guys on a regular basis. That bothered me so much that I didn't listen to any more recordings for about a week."
"Did you find out who they were?"
"Hannah was seeing a guy named Simon who worked at the Power Lift Gym over on Bleeker Drive. I never got his last name."
"We have had some problems over at that place. It is not the kind of establishment where housewives typically go to do aerobics. What about Marci?"
"Do you know a guy named Carmen that works at Monsano Motors?"
"Carmen Cambria?" Oh boy, are you lucky. That guy is trouble, big time. We have been trying to nail him for years now. How the hell did Marci hook up with him?"
"I have no idea, but it looks as if they have been seeing each other for almost a year."
Danny grabbed two bottles out of the chest and tossed me one.
"Okay, Terry. So now I know that Marci is cheating on you with Carmen Cambria, but I still don't know why you need an alibi."
"Most of the time the conversations that I pick up between Hannah and Marci are not of any importance. Last Tuesday, when I got home, the recording from the living room was a little different. I made a couple of copies of it, and put one aside for you."
I stopped talking for a moment as I watched one of my bobbers jiggle around on top of the water. It stopped moving so I started talking again.
"Why don't I just play it for you?"
(Recording) "We have to do it on Saturday. Terry always goes fishing on Saturday and he goes alone. That means that he won't have an alibi."
"Saturday sounds good to me, but we have to get it done early, before Roscoe wakes up."
"I'll give Terry's gun to Carmen right after Terry leaves to go to the lake. I figure he can get over to your place about 8 O'clock. Is that early enough?"
"That will be great. Roscoe will still be dead to the world. He doesn't start to move till about noon on Saturday."
"Carmen said he will shoot him once in the head and once in the heart, just like they do in the movies. He will wipe off his prints and then leave the gun by the body. You can call 911 and report an intruder. By the time the cops get there, Carmen will be back over here."
"Are you sure they will be able to trace the gun back to Terry?"
"Absolutely! He bought the gun from a friend of his who is a detective. It is registered and easily traceable. Terry won't have anybody to claim he was fishing with him, since he always goes alone."
"Just in case, Simon will be down in Atlantic City until late Sunday."
"I can tell the police that Carmen was with me all morning, if it becomes necessary. It is time to put this charade to an end anyhow."
"Wow, I hope that all of this works out. I'll get two million in insurance money and you can watch Terry go to jail for a long, long time."
"Hey girl. We got to go. Kohls opens in ten minutes."
Danny stopped drinking his beer and just stared at me.
"I never heard anything so stupid in all my life."
"What do you mean?"
"Are you sure that they weren't pulling your chain, or setting you up?"
"What do you mean?"
"Well, maybe they found one of the recorders and knew that you were listening in, so they staged this little discussion to mislead you."
"I guess. Anything is possible. Actually, I didn't go to the police or call you earlier because I wasn't sure myself."
Danny finished his longneck and stuck it in the trash bucket.
"Are they talking about the Beretta that I sold you three years ago?"
"Must be. It is the only gun that I own. Hell, I never even shot the thing. It just sits in the night table by my bed all the time."
"Terry. If this is for real it will get nasty."
"How so?"
"You do realize that if you knew that murder was going to be committed and did nothing to stop it, you could be considered an accessory?"
"Who was I going to tell? Who would have believed me? I played the tape for you and you don't even believe it, and you are my friend."
"So you did nothing?"
"No! No! Last night after Marci was asleep, I took the Berretta out to the garage and disabled it."
"Disabled it?"
"Yeah. I fixed it so that it wouldn't fire."
My fishing partner left out a long sigh. "Well, that's a relief. I feel a lot better about the situation now. Good move Terry."
We still hadn't caught a fish. Danny pulled in one line and took off the bobber. I watched as he fastened a lead sinker on the bottom and put a mush ball on the hook. He flipped it into the channel and fed out line until it hit bottom. Two minutes later, he pulled a foot long sucker into the boat.
"Okay, good buddy. We got your alibi fish. Let's get the hell out of here. I have a feeling that I am going to get a phone call very shortly if your recording wasn't a sham."
We were driving for about twenty minutes when Danny started verbally pounding on me again.
"Terry, I can't believe that you let this thing get so convoluted. It sounds like some sort of weird urban legend tale that you would read on the Internet. Nothing makes sense."
"Ah, come on. It's not that unbelievable is it? It could happen."
"I don't think so. It is the worst planned crime of the century. Nobody would be stupid enough to try something like that. I can't believe you fell for it."
"Okay mister know-it-all. If the conversation was a set up, what were they trying to get me to do? Did they want me to call the police? Did they want me to warn Roscoe? Did they want me to confront Carmen? Hell, maybe Marcie just wanted me to leave and file for divorce. Why would they set something like that up?"
"I don't know. I just can't believe any of it. Why would they leave a gun, that was wiped clean of fingerprints if they were trying to frame somebody? What about GSR and DNA. This is not the twentieth century. We have technology now to clarify all of this evidence."
"Hah! Now who is watching too much TV? Before they can get all of that stuff straightened out, I will be rotting away in a jail cell."
Danny was just starting to crack a smile when his cell phone rang or whatever they do.
"Detective Greene. What's up?"
As Danny listened to the phone call, I noticed he silently voiced the words; "Oh shit."
"Okay. Give me the exact address, but it will probably take me ten minutes or so to get there. Keep everybody at the house and don't move anything unless it is absolutely necessary."
Danny turned the phone off and leaned back in his chair. "I take it that you know the way to Roscoe and Hannah's place?"
Five minutes later he looked over at me. "Stop smiling, you smart-assed son-of-a-bitch. It's not funny."
I was still grinning when we pulled up at the house. Danny quickly stopped the EMT guys while they were wheeling a gurney out to the van. As he looked over the occupant he shook his head in disbelief. An officer in plain clothing approached him and they were soon in a deep conversation, with lots of arm waving and indistinguishable shouting. There were at least four Black-and-White units on the street with their lights flashing.
Danny waved me over as they started walking towards the house.
"Detective Wallace, this is Terry Connor. Terry, Don Wallace."
As I shook his hand, he casually commented; "Oh, you are the guy who owns the gun?" It was a comment sort of posed as a question.
Danny stopped and turned to him. "Wallace. Who told you that it was Terry's gun?"
Don Wallace seemed a little uncomfortable at the question. "It was Mrs. Boucher. I asked her who the owner of the gun was, and she said Terry Connor without hesitating."
"Don, how did she know that?"
"I don't understand?"
"How did Hannah Boucher know that that gun belonged to Terry Connor?"
"I am not sure."
"Have somebody take her down to the station. We have a lot of talking to do."
Detective Wallace went into the house. Danny glanced back at the EMT vehicle as it was leaving.
"I couldn't catch much, Danny, but he looked to be in bad shape from what I could see. Is Roscoe going to be okay?"
"Roscoe? Roscoe is fine. That bloody mess on the way to the hospital is Carmen Cambria."
"Oh."
"Terry, I thought you said you disabled the gun?"
"I did. Hell it took me about two hours."
"What the hell did you do to it?"
"I drilled a small hole in the barrel and then forced a bolt into it. It seemed to be blocking the barrel pretty well when I finished. I burned through four drill bits getting that hole done. Why?"
"Why didn't you just take out the firing pin?"
"I didn't know how to do that."
Danny sighed deeply and gave me a small grin. "It seems that Carmen decided to wake Roscoe up just before shooting him. I guess it was some kind of macho thing. Anyhow, when Carmen pointed it at Roscoe's head and pulled the trigger, it exploded and blew half of his hand off. He lost his thumb and two fingers. It only took a few seconds for Roscoe to figure out what was going on. He was still beating on Carmen five minutes later when the police finally arrived. They had to hit him with a TASER to pull him off."
"Well, I sort of disabled it. It didn't truly fire."
"Geeze, Terry. I can't believe all of this."
As we walked into the house, Detective Wallace was bringing out Hannah in hand cuffs. I guess he figured something out. Danny looked over at Wallace as he passed. "Go by 321 David Drive and pick up Marci Connor also. And whatever you do, don't let the two of them get together. Use two cars."
Roscoe was sitting at the kitchen table. An EMT was putting some type of antiseptic on his hands. It must have stung a little, but he never flinched. His head snapped up when he saw Danny and me. "Terry. Terry, was that damn gun yours?"
I looked over at Danny with a guilty expression on my face; unsure of how to respond. "Yeah. It's mine, but I didn't give it to him. I keep it in my nightstand for protection."
"Well, it is damn lucky that you never had to use it. I don't know what was wrong with it, but I am one lucky son-of-a-bitch."
Danny realized my dilemma and jumped in. "Roscoe, Terry learned about what Carmen was going to do, but didn't know how to handle it. He notified me this morning, but just in case, he jammed up the barrel of the Beretta. That's why it exploded."
"Geeze, Terry, why didn't you let me know?"
"I was afraid that I might be wrong, or they might change plans if the first one didn't work. If it wasn't for real, nothing would have happened. I am sorry Roscoe, but I didn't know what the hell to do. I did the best that I could."
"Okay. Okay. I don't like it, but I understand. By the way, why didn't you just take the firing pin out?"
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Danny smile, as I was groaning at Roscoe's obvious question.
Roscoe stood up and put his hand on my shoulder as he walked toward the refrigerator. "Don't worry about it. You did fine; weird, but fine." He grabbed a bottle of V8 juice from the top shelf and took several large swigs.
I wandered outside as the police took care of everything else that had to be done. Twenty minutes later, Danny came out and told me to go home. I wasn't looking forward to it, but Marci wasn't going to be there anyhow so it didn't matter.
When I got home, I found that Marci had a fresh pot of coffee made. I guess she was expecting company. I had two cups and then plopped down on the sofa for a short nap. Getting up at 4 AM sometimes leaves me drowsy later in the day. The phone woke me up about five hours later.
"Terry? Terry, it's Wilber. Marci just called me from the court house and asked me to come down and post bail for her. She wouldn't tell me anything else. What the hell is going on? Why didn't she call you?"
"Wilber, I am afraid your daughter has gotten herself into a little trouble. She wouldn't call me, in fact she probably doesn't even want to talk to me. You will have to get her to explain it to you herself, because I am afraid that you would not believe me."
"Damn, that sounds ominous. Is she hurt or anything?"
"No, she is fine. When you get her bailed out, please take her to your place. I will bring all of her clothes and stuff over there as soon as I can. Can you raise the money you need?"
"Yeah, that won't be a problem. What about the kids? Do they know?"
"I'll let them know, Wilber. Don't worry about that."
After my father-in-law hung up, I grabbed a half dozen trash bags and started filling them with Marci's finery. I emptied the dressers first and then the closets and bathroom. Anything else that might be stored away, she could get later. I put the alibi fish in with her best dresses and tossed the bags into the back of the boat.
I called my son, Benson, at his Clarksville apartment. He had been stationed at Fort Campbell for the last two years. I told him that his mother got into a little bind, but did not elaborate. I knew that he had a lot more questions, but I didn't want to get into that at this point.
My daughter, Sharon, was not quite as laid back about the whole thing. She was living in Baltimore with her new husband for about a year now. Since I refused to explain things to her satisfaction, she let me know that she would be coming home first thing in the morning. She seemed a little upset with me for some reason. I didn't push it.
Twenty minutes later, I piled all of Marci's bags on the front porch of her parent's home. No one was at the house when I arrived and I didn't feel like waiting around.



I went to the Outback for supper. I had a hard time finding a parking place with the boat on the back of the truck. I slept well that night.
There wasn't much of anything that I could do on Sunday, so I spent the day inventorying everything. I decided that it was time to move on. I made two lists; what I could leave behind and what I wanted to take with me. It was pretty easy. I decided to take all of the money that I could lay my hands on and walk away from everything else. I didn't need the house and, since my needs were simple, I could get some type of job almost anywhere. I didn't see any reason to go for a divorce at this point. I just about had everything finalized when Sharon showed up.
My daughter was unusually silent as we walked into the kitchen. She got comfortable as I made a fresh batch of coffee. The perk started and I sat down.
"I am sorry about all of this, Dad."
"You don't have anything to feel sorry about."
"The first five minutes that I was talking to Mom, she was screaming that you tried to kill some guy name Carmen, who I had never heard of. I figured out later that he was her boyfriend. I had no idea that she was cheating on you."
"For over a year now."
"When I asked her why she was in jail and you were not, she went ballistics on me. While grand mom was calming her down, grand pop took me into the kitchen and explained everything to me. Apparently, he got the complete story at the court house from Danny Greene, while they were getting her ready for release. "
"Sharon, I am sorry that you got caught up in this mess. I was trying to keep it from you and Benson. This is all stuff that you don't need to know."
I poured two cups of coffee and got her some cream.
"Actually, I know all I need to know. I came here to give Mom support, but I don't really feel the urge any more. I am going back home straight from here. Do you need any help?"
"No. I am all right, but I am afraid that this fiasco will cause me to become a local laughing stock. I am going to go away for a while. I don't know where and I don't know for how long, but I am leaving within the next few days."
"You are not going to stick around for Mom's trial?"
"No. I have to give a statement tomorrow about what happened, but after that, they say I am free to go. If they need me for anything they can always find me."
"I meant, are you staying around to help or support Mom?"
"Are you joking? She tried to kill a man for insurance money and blame it on me so she could be with her lover, and send me to jail for a few years. Why would I want to do anything to help her?"
We talked for ten more minutes and then Sharon left for Baltimore. The day was about to take an interesting twist.
I wasn't that hungry so I just popped an English muffin into the toaster for supper. I first heard the rumble as I was getting the honey down from the cabinet. Before the toaster had finished its job, the rumble had grown into a load roar, and had really gotten my attention. I glanced out the front door and saw at least thirty motorcycles pulling up to the house. I had no trouble recognizing Roscoe on the lead bike.
There was no discussion. He just walked up to me, handed me a dilapidated half shell, and turned to go back to the Harley. I followed and got mounted behind him. As we drove away, I realized that I hadn't even closed the front door of the house. I was snickering, because I realized that I didn't give a damn.
At first it was exhilarating, but after an hour I had had enough. It wasn't hard to figure out that we were headed to Atlantic City, and I had a pretty good idea why. What I couldn't figure out was my contribution.
By the time we arrived at the Taj, the number of bikes had somehow doubled. The noise that they generated as they streamed into the underground parking garage was deafening. The majority of the riders started going into the general casino area while Roscoe, myself, and three others, headed for the elevators to the main hotel. The three guys got off on the 7th floor, but my escort and I continued on to the top. I did notice that all of the security cameras had been coated with some type of foam insulation spray.
Roscoe seemed to know exactly where he was going and how to get there. Two minutes later, we were on the roof, overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. We were standing quietly and he noticed me looking at him, as if silently wanting an explanation that I really didn't want.
He smiled and placed his enormous hand on my shoulder. "You did fine, Terry. You did fine."
About that time, the three guys joined us on the roof with a new player. Simon Walcott was definitely scared to death as he reluctantly arrived. Although he worked at a commercial gym, he was no match physically for Roscoe. Again there were no words spoken; Roscoe simply grabbed Simon by his neck and the seat of his pants and walked him off the edge of the roof.
Five minutes later, the four of us were on our way back home. The rest of the group stayed at the casino. Roscoe dropped me off at the house. The other three guys had disappeared somewhere along the way. I handed him back the helmet, we smiled, and we said nothing, again. I liked this guy.
I slept well that night.
Danny came by early the next morning. He had called several times Sunday night to check on me and got no answer. I just smiled and said I had too much to drink and had passed out. It went no further.
It was a busy day. I had everything planned out and it all went like clockwork. I spent the whole day closing accounts and tidying up loose ends. I called Wilber to see how things went at his end. He arranged for Marci's bail and she was settled in at their house. He asked if I wanted to speak to her and I declined. I am not certain if she was up to it or not, but he felt obligated to ask.
Hannah had no one to post bail for her, so she was going to be a county guest until her trial. I was just getting ready to go to Taco Bell for supper when Danny called again to let me know that Simon had been found dead in Atlantic City. He asked me if I knew where Roscoe was. He didn't think it was funny when I laughed at his question. His demeanor picked up a little when I told him to come over to the house to get his new boat. Hell, I didn't need it anymore and I didn't want to waste a lot of time trying to sell it.
I spent the next four weeks living with Sharon and her family. Every day, I went down to the harbor and just milled around with all of the tourists. Danny was more than willing to give me the status of things at home. Marci and Hannah avoided trial by pleading guilty to a variety of charges. They both received sentences of three to five years. The Atlantic City police had no idea what happened to Simon and were not even actively pursuing any investigation into the matter. Monsano Motors mysteriously burned to the ground. More than 87 cars were lost in the fire. There were no leads. Carmen Cambria spent over two weeks in the hospital and was now awaiting trial for various charges including attempted murder. Roscoe agreed to stay in the area until Carmen's trial.
I seem to have lost all interest in fishing.
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It was unusual for me to be working on a Saturday. The only reason I was in Lancaster today was to placate a special customer. I work for a manufacturing company called Paitone. We make telephones. Not your usual phones, but industrial phones that will work in abnormal or dangerous surroundings. They are sturdy and explosion proof. Our biggest customers are refineries, factories, oil platforms, and similar harsh environmental operations. Today, I had to solve a small problem at a large grain elevator and I was already done.
I was topping off the gas tank before starting back to Reading when I had a pleasant surprise.
"Terry Harrison, what are you doing down here today?"
It was Monica Whitmer, an old family friend. Monica and her husband, Brian, used to live just outside of Reading and we had socialized on several occasions. It had been a while and it was good to see her.
"Hi Monica, just here for half a day doing at little work in Manheim. How have you guys been?"
We made small talk for about ten minutes and I ended up following her to their house for a family barbecue. Monica was from the coal regions and Brian and his family was from Lancaster. Most of the people at the gathering were Brian's relatives.
I called my wife, Darcy, to tell her some old friends waylaid me. She and Monica then spent ten minutes chatting. I felt better letting my wife know I was delayed.
It was a non-eventful gathering except for one small thing. I was introduced to Brian's father and two brothers as well as a half dozen off-spring. Each one of them had the same smile. The canine tooth on the right side of their mouth protruded outward and when any of the men or children smiled their lip would curl up around the tooth in a pixy-like grin. My curiosity got the better of me.
"Monica, I need a little help here."
"Do you need more beef or more ribs?"
"No. No. I'm fine. I was just wondering about the unique smile that all the kids have and also Brian and his brothers."
"Oh you noticed. It's hard not to, especially, when you have a whole group of them together. It is a gene thing. Brian, his brothers, and their father all have the funny little tooth in the front. They pass it on to their kids and their kids will pass it on to their kids. It is sort of cute, don't you think?"
I smiled and let her get back to her hosting duties.
I had a lot of time to think on the drive back to Reading. Darcy and I had been married twenty years. I met her in college and we seemed to click. A few years later I started work with Paitone and have been with them almost nineteen years. We have two eighteen years old twin sons, Ron and Rob, who start Penn State in the fall and a cute little daughter named Jenny who was fourteen. We were counting on the boys getting student loans and grants to pay for their college and hoped Jenny would do the same.
Darcy and I had a good life, a comfortable house and two nice cars. I would have vested rights in the company pension plan in two years and we had a nice retirement account set up. The company had asked me to relocate several times over the years but Darcy was dead set against it. Other than that we got along fine. Our sex life was good if not exciting and there seemed to be no problems in our marriage or relationship, until now.
Darcy had a light supper ready because she knew I would not be able to eat much after the barbecue. She asked how every one was and expressed her regrets for not being there. Jenny sat across the table eating quietly. The boys were off somewhere doing what ever it is that boys their age did. Everything was OK until Jenny looked up and smiled. Her right lip curled over her protruding tooth and she looked like a little pixy.
I lost my appetite completely and excused myself from the table.
There was no doubt in my mind that Jenny was Brian's daughter. It was about the time that Darcy got pregnant with Jenny that our sex life and our relationship in general started to cool down. Darcy never denied me sex, but the spark and the passion was missing. I assumed it was a natural thing and didn't dwell on it too much. I had gotten used to the mediocre lovemaking and expected it would stay that way for the rest of our lives. I wanted more and would have enjoyed more but did not want to become a nag about it. Now it all became clear on a different level. From her frequent trips to Lancaster over the past fifteen years I could only conclude that the affair was on going. I do not have a confrontational nature but I felt I would have to mention it to Darcy and I was hoping I could do it in a civilized manner. Hundreds of other questions started to form in my mind and by bedtime I was a complete wreck. I told Darcy I wasn't feeling well from all the greasy food and slept on the sofa that night.
I spent the whole next day in the garage working on unnecessary projects that I had let go for too long. I was trying to kill time and think. The possibilities were endless. I had to take some action and it had to result in some sort of satisfaction. I wasn't prone to revenge but I did want to limit any chance that my actions would somehow benefit Darcy and her lover.
My first consideration was taking care of the boys. Even though Jenny was not mine, I still loved her and didn't want to do anything to hurt her. While I didn't want to hurt Darcy I also wanted to make sure I didn't end up supporting her and Brian for the rest of my life. I knew for a fact that I didn't want to spend any more time with Darcy than I had to. Her reaction at the time of confrontation would probably determine what I would be doing in the next few days. I decided the best time would be after Sunday supper.
Darcy was a pretty good cook and supper that night was great as usual. Ron and Rod excused themselves before dessert to go see some friends. Jenny finished her dessert and after she went to the living room, it was just Darcy and I sitting with coffee.
"Something has been on your mind all day Terry. Want to tell me what it is?"
I guess I was being a little obvious with my brooding. "I was just wondering how long we were going to wait before we told Jenny who her real father was." I didn't know how else to bring it up.
There was a long pause at the other end of the table followed by a deep sigh. "It is amazing how long it took you to figure it out." She remained stoic as her eyes went from the middle of the table up to mine. "I don't think she has to know until she is at least eighteen or she has some sort of medical problem where it becomes necessary. Everything is fine just as it is. We can't accomplish anything by telling her now."
"Is that fair?"
"Fair to who? A stable family life is important to a girl her age. She doesn't need to know. I'll tell her when the time comes. For now just keep your mouth shut."
I was amazed. I had just told my wife that I was aware of her infidelity and she ends up dominating the conversation and making demands on me. In my mind she was supposed to be apologetic and sorry for what she had done but that is not how it was going. She was acting as if she did nothing wrong and everything was going to continue as it was, if I liked it or not. My first reaction was to jump down her throat but it was about that time that I saw a slight movement in the hallway by the dining room. Jenny had been listening to our conversation. As I paused I could hear her scurrying away. I decided to lay back and take the calm approach.
"Should we consider a divorce?"
"I just said it was important to maintain a stable family environment for a few more years. A divorce is out of the question. What would Jenny and I do if we separated? I think it would be better to wait a while until she is older and everything is stable financially."
Things suddenly became clearer. In two years I would have vested rights in the company retirement fund. In addition to part of my salary, Darcy would also be entitled to part of my retirement plan when she turned sixty-five. The bitch was planning ahead, way ahead. I had a lot of thinking to do now. I sat still, saying nothing.
"At least we don't have to endure the pity sex anymore. That is a relief."
"What are you talking about?"
"For the last fifteen years I have been having sex with you whenever you wanted it, so that you would not become suspicious. It went on a lot longer than I thought it would because you were so damn slow in figuring it out. At least that is all over now. We don't have to pretend anymore. I will probably be taking more trips to Lancaster from now on also."
I sat for a few more minutes and neither of us said anything. "I'll move my stuff in the guest room while you and Jenny do the dishes. I don't want to impose on you anymore than I have to."
"Your acting like a spoiled brat, Terry. We can share the same bedroom without having sex. It is better for the kids."
I didn't reply. The guest room had a sofa bed that was uncomfortable as hell but I didn't have to sleep with the bitch any more.
I was up and out of the house before anybody else had even stirred. I didn't want to have to answer any questions about the sleeping arrangements with the kids. After grabbing a quick, diner breakfast, I headed for work. I was laying awake most of the night making plans. It would be a busy day.
My bosses at Paitone were more than happy to talk to me. I spent the entire morning adjusting and readjusting arrangements before cleaning out my desk and leaving for lunch. As I was finishing off a large steak sandwich I realized that I was smiling to myself like an idiot. Things were off to a good start. I spent the rest of the afternoon at the bank, my insurance agents office, and job hunting. I got home about three, which was unusual for me.
"What the hell are you doing home so early?"
"I quit my job."
"What? You loved that job. Why in the world would you quit?" She paused for a second waiting for a reply that didn't come. "Are you still upset about last night?"
"No, I just decided I was working too hard and wanted a change. I got a new job at D.S. Brown's starting tomorrow."
"The feed mill? What the hell are you going to be doing working at a feed mill?"
"Loading and loading trucks and freight cars. No hassles and no responsibilities. I am hoping to lose a little weight also."
"That's the stupidest thing I ever heard of. How are we going to pay for the boy's college? That job can't pay more than minimum wage.
I don't understand what got into your head. What happened to your pension?"
"Gone. I needed twenty years to lock it in and didn't have it."
"Did you get severance pay? How about your vacation pay and sick leave?"
"No, no and no. In order to get accrued sick leave or vacation pay you have to give sixty days notice. You only get severance pay when they lay you off. I didn't give notice, just quit and walked out."
"What about the boys college?"
"No problem. The bank will give us a second mortgage and we can get enough to prepay four years for both of them. They can still apply for some grants or loans if they have to."
"And just how do we make the two house payments?"
"I figure with the boys gone, the house will be too big for us anyhow, so we will probably end up selling it."
"You have lost your mind." Darcy shook her head in disbelief at what I had done and walked away. A sense of pride and accomplishment overwhelmed me. My plan was under way.
For the next two months things got worse between Darcy and I. My relationship with Jenny, however, improved. Jenny had become a perfect little daughter, even though she wasn't mine. I wasn't really sure how much she overheard of the conversation Darcy and I had.
The second mortgage on the house went through with no problem, mainly because I had it all prearranged. Every dollar went straight to Penn State to prepay tuition for Ron and Rob. We could no longer afford the mortgage payments so the house went on the market. I quietly sold off my gun and coin collection and stashed the money away in a safe place. I traded in my BMW for a used Ford pick-up so I would have no payments. Darcy and Jenny kept their cell phones but I got rid of mine and told the boys to get their own if they wanted them. I was barely making enough to pay the utilities and buy food. We had to let the house payments slide until it sold. The bank understood.
After the house sold, we still cleared about thirty thousand dollars. I took the entire check and bought Darcy a new Lincoln sedan. I had checked the Blue Book carefully and that car had the highest depreciation rate possible. In five years it would be worth next to nothing. I hope she enjoyed it.
We rented a small house in a modest section of town. Darcy was making a lot more trips down to Lancaster. We never talked about it. I was trying to save a little off my salary but it didn't amount to much. Darcy didn't know it, but all the life insurance policies had been cancelled or cashed in. That money went into my secret account also.
Jenny and I became very close. She was pulling away from Darcy and becoming more attached to me. I didn't mind but it seemed to annoy Darcy. The boy's were doing great in college. When Jenny's sixteenth birthday was coming up, I ask her if there was anything special she wanted. She whispered what she wanted in my ear and asked me not to tell mom.
Darcy was absolutely furious when she saw that Jenny had had her right canine pulled. Because of the way it was growing, the dentist was able to remove it without leaving a space where it should have been. There was a small sore spot on her gum where the tooth came out of but he said it would disappear with no scar. Jenny was thrilled. Darcy didn't talk to me for a week. I thought it was a great present.
I lost almost thirty pounds at my feed mill job. If the light was just right it looked like I actually had abs. I think I was fooling myself but it felt good to dream. The first few weeks I was sore but as time went on it felt good to get some exercise. Jenny was in her last year of high school now and we became best friends. It was her choice, not mine, but I was flattered.
Like a bolt out of the blue, Darcy changed from sullen to happy. She was perky and bouncing around like a little girl. I put up with it for a few days and then cornered Jenny.
"What the hell is going on with your mom?"
"I'd rather not talk about it. She is being disgusting."
"What does that mean?"
"She found out three days ago that Monica Whitmer has cervical cancer. The doctors say she has less than three months to live. Ever since mom found out she has been giddy. I think it is horrible that she is getting so much pleasure out of somebody else's grief. Monica never did anything to her and she is being a real bitch about it."
"It's not nice to call your mother a bitch."
"I don't know what other name would be more appropriate right now."
Unfortunately I had to agree with Jenny. Now that I knew the source of her elation I felt the same way Jenny did. It was a struggle to put up with her and keep my mouth shut at the same time. I worked a lot of overtime and spent much time away from the house. Sometimes Jenny would go with me and we would just wander around the mall for hours. We didn't want to go home.
Three weeks later I was served with divorce papers. Since Jenny was going to be eighteen before it was final, child custody was not an issue. We no longer owned a home and had no money in the bank. Darcy did not ask for alimony or support. It was just a straightforward incompatibility divorce. I signed the papers as they were and quit my job at the feed mill. I stopped by the Paitone offices and then made a quick detour by the bank before going home. Darcy was not at home. Jenny said she went to Lancaster to console Monica for a few days. We both snickered a little at that.
I gave Jenny an envelope with ten thousand dollars in it. I apologized that it wasn't more but promised to send some at a later date. I explained that I had to leave and that she would be fine with her mother. She was not happy but helped me pack the truck anyway. Darcy could take care of what ever had to be done about the house after I was gone. I had no idea what Jenny's plans were after high school. Jenny volunteered to tell the twins about the separation but she said she could not be unbiased.
Six weeks after I left Monica Whitmer died.
===========================================
My friend Tom Colita lived in a double-wide modular home by the Ocala National Forest near Silver Springs, Florida. He actually lived in Moss Bluff, but no one has ever heard of that. He retired from the Air Force and he and his wife Wanda, spent most of their time fishing and going to yard sales. Tom had been after me for several years to come down and visit. It was nice to have a place to go to.
I was always fascinated by the fishing shows on TV where they would catch monster fish using ridiculous lures. Tom spent the next few weeks proving it was real. He taught me how to scoot a Jigger Bug over the top of the lily pads. It was exhilarating to see the large mouths swoop out of the water after the annoying intruders. It was fun for the first few months, but then it started to get old. I had heard nothing from home mainly because no one knew where I was. I was counting the days till the divorce would be final. Tom and Wanda were fully aware of what was going on and were very supportive.
The day after the divorce was to be final Tom and Wanda were going to drive me to the International Airport in Orlando. I wasn't taking much, so packing was no problem. I left Tom the Ford pickup as a thank you for putting up with me. That was when things took a strange turn.
Before we could get out of the driveway a black SUV pulled in behind us. Tom had no idea who they were. Clyde Greene introduced himself and his friend, Dave Fielding, as FBI agents.
"We are looking for Terry Harrison. Can you help us out?" Agent Greene appeared to be the spokesman.
I didn't say anything but just raised my hand slightly.
"Mister Harrison, we need a few minutes of your time. Can you help us out?"
"Of course. No problem." Tom and Wanda gave a small smile to the group and went inside the modular. We all sat down at the picnic table on the front patio. Clyde placed a small recorder and notebook on the table.
"Tell us about your trip to Lisbon, Mister Harrison."
"No big deal. I am starting a new job and the job is in Lisbon."
"Why at this time?"
"I am guessing that you probably know my divorce was final yesterday. I was delaying the new job until after the separation was final. Is there a problem with that?"
"No, not at all just trying verify I few things."
"Lets cut the crap. Why the hell are you here and what the hell do you want? I have a plane to catch and don't feel like playing cat and mouse. Get to the damn point."
Greene and Fielding looked at each other and shrugged. Greene closed his notebook. "Brian Whitmer was killed yesterday afternoon by a car bomb. Due to the circumstances surrounding your divorce, we decided it was important to talk to you."
"Wow. Great timing. Well, as I assume you know I have been here for the last three months and Tom can verify that. I have no knowledge of explosives, whatsoever, and to tell you the truth, I really had no reason to want Brian dead. As far as I was concerned he was doing me a favor. I wanted to be rid of the bitch and couldn't wait for it to be over. I do not in any fashion resent his affair with my wife. I am a little pissed off that I spent sixteen years paying to raise his child but not enough to kill him. The timing, however, is very interesting."
"We know who planted the explosives and we know it wasn't you. What we need to know is, if you paid to have it done, and if you know the person who did it."



"Tell me who you think did it, and I'll tell you if I know him."
"Do you know a man named Tony Donato from West Chester?"
"Don't know anyone by that name. In fact I don't know anyone at all from West Chester. Did you guy's check the phone logs and stuff? How do you know it was him?"
"We couldn't find any records of phones calls to mister Donato from any where in Florida for the last month. The technique used to set the bomb was very crude but effective. Mister Donato has used the same set up several times before but we have never been able to nail him."
"What exactly are you trying to find out from me? I don't know anything about the bombing. I don't know mister Donato and I couldn't care less if Brian Whitmer was alive or dead. Brian Whitmer was the reason my wife left me and I thank him for that. No grudges on my part, honest."
"We just didn't want to leave any stones unturned. You understand I am sure. Will you be available if we need to talk to you again?"
"Most certainly. I will get in touch after I get settled in."
Four hours later I was on my way to Lisbon. The plane flight gave me a lot of time to think about the past few years. My relationship with Darcy had been going down hill for a long time. I was too dense to realize she was having an affair. To make matters worse I had raised her love child as my own. I actually loved Jenny and grew closer to her after I found out that she wasn't mine. Once I realized that Darcy was planning on getting some monetary benefit from my job and my retirement, I decided to take steps to stop it. Paitone was more than happy to suspend my employment for a few years if I agreed to take over the new European operation. The timing was perfect for the company and me. I had not counted on Brian's wife dying, but Jenny was getting close to finishing school anyhow. My new post as VP of Continental Operations came with a substantial pay increase; a great benefits package, and a reinstatement of my old retirement plan. I had a small nest egg secretly stashed away and all my affairs were in order. I felt bad about not doing more for Jenny but I could make up for that later. Ron and Rob were finishing up at Penn State and things were looking good for them. I was three months behind on the status of Darcy or Jenny but was hoping to catch up after I got settled.
The interview with the Feds went faster and easier than I thought it would. I got to thinking that this was unusual, but didn't dwell on it too much. I more or less put in the back of my mind with a silent sign of relief. It did get me wondering what had happened though.
Getting settled in my new home was a lot easier than I thought it would be. I had underlings now and they had pretty much taken care of things before my arrival. The house, or should I say, the villa, they picked out for me was spectacular. It was on a hillside with a beautiful view of the harbor. I was enrolled in language lessons twice a week and had plenty of time for private tutoring. As they say, life was good. For some reason or another I had not contacted Jenny or Darcy. In fact, no one other than the company and the twins knew where I was. Ron went to grad school at Texas A and M and Rob was now a second lieutenant in the Army, thanks to ROTC. They said Darcy was at the graduation but no one discussed the separation or divorce. They readily agreed not to let her know of my location. They did not know where she was living or what she was doing and avoided asking. Jenny had told them about everything leading up to the divorce and apparently she had not sugar coated it. They seemed a little bitter toward their mother. I was proud of all three of my children.
A year had passed and things were going well. It was early April when I got an invitation to Jenny's wedding. Unfortunately it got to me about two weeks after the date of the ceremony. A small note inside expressed her desire for me to give her away, if I got the invitation in time. I felt bad about not being there for her. It took about two hours for my assistant to get a current address and phone number for Frank and Jenny Conti in King of Prussia.
"Hi, Jenny, it's Dad."
"Dad! Dad! You got my invitation. I missed you so much."
"Hey, slow down, slow down. Everything is fine. I am just sorry that I didn't find out about the wedding till it was too late. I am really upset that I missed it."
"It was wonderful and, other than you not being there, everything went perfectly. I really wanted you to walk down the aisle with me. Frank is a great guy, dad, you will like him. He is just finishing up an electrical engineering degree from Drexel and hopefully he will be starting a new job in a couple months."
Jenny was talking a mile a minute. She seemed as excited about talking to me as she did about the wedding. I was happy for her.
"I didn't get you anything. What do you need or want?"
"I need to see you and have you meet Frank. Can you come home?"
"Not right now, but why don't you and Frank come visit with me. I have a wonderful place and plenty of room. I can arrange for tickets if you guys can figure out how to schedule it."
"OK.OK. That sounds great. Can I call you back tomorrow? Give me a number. I love you Daddy and I miss you. I can't wait to see you. I will make this work, don't worry."
Jenny's new husband was everything a father could wish for. He was good looking, apparently, hard working and ambitious. I liked him and felt that he would take good care of my daughter. Even though I knew Jenny was not mine, I loved her as my own.
Jenny was more than willing to update me on her mother. Darcy found herself estranged from Brian's family after his death. They seemed to think that somehow she was responsible for what happened to Brian. There was also some talk about her affair with Brian behind Monica's back that made her an unwelcomed family guest. Without Brian, Darcy had no way to support herself. She was now working at Zinn's Diner by the turnpike and living in a mobile home near Lancaster.
While Jenny was dressing, so we could go out for supper, I had some one-on-one time with Frank.
"Any particular plans after college, Frank?"
"Mainly a job. Jenny has agreed to relocate to whereever we have to go, so that makes it a lot easier. I'd rather find a job I like that be stuck in one I don't like, at a particular location."
"I think I can relate to that."
For ten minutes we talked about what he studied at Drexel and what type work he was looking for. Surprisingly he spoke pretty good Italian. He picked it up from his grandparents, who lived with them while he was growing up in Philly. We were planning on opening a service office in Parma and the only hold up was finding someone to man it that spoke the language. Experience wasn't as important as education and the ability to manage, in this case. I was trying to figure out how to make it work while I listened to Frank talk. Having Jenny close enough that I could see her occasionally would be great. It was good being a boss.
About that time, my beautiful Jenny joined us. We were casually chatting as we walked to the car.
"Jenny, since I could not make it to the wedding, who did you get to give you away?"
"Franks' Uncle Anthony introduced Frank and I, and he was more than happy to do it. He gave us a very nice wedding present also."
Frank sort of laughed at that. "I never expected to get a ten thousand dollar wedding gift from anyone and getting it from Uncle Anthony was a real surprise. It's not like he has a real job or anything. I am not sure where he gets his money but it sure was appreciated."
"Well I must remember to send Uncle Anthony Conti a nice letter to thank him, myself."
"Oh no. He is an uncle on my mother's side. His last name is Donato."
I glanced over at Jenny and she had a small grin on her face, like a pixie but without the tooth curl.
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Callie and I had been at it for two days now, arguing that is. One of our close friends, Ben Sorensen, was having a birthday celebration and my wife's old boy friend, Clay Bixler, was going to be there. Clay, Callie and I all went to high school together. Callie and I became a couple after she broke up with Clay over something I don't even remember. Clay went to Yale and I went to MIT. Although Callie and I remained a couple she still continued a relationship with Clay. I never really knew how close the connection was between them but I always resented it. Even after Callie and I were married, Clay's presence continued to haunt me.
"Who the hell invited him anyway? You know damn well I don't like it when he is fawning all over you."
"Bruce, you have to get over this crap. You know very well there is nothing going on between Clay and I. I married you. I love you. Clay is just an old friend who is fun to be with. You are taking this far to seriously for far too long."
Callie was pushing thirty and looked great. Her hair was shoulder length and had an auburn tint to it. She was dark, sort of Mediterranean looking, with full eyebrows and pouting lips. Not too skinny and not too fat. She worked out a couple times a week, ate right and knew how to groom herself to look her best. The sex was good but we were in no hurry to start a family. We were saving to buy a house first. Callie worked in an insurance office and I was busy inspecting refineries and storage facilities around the Area.
"Sorry as hell, Callie, but I just don't trust him around you. How come he never married? How come he never even dated? I can't help believing that you were the only girl that ever mattered to him and I also believe he would do anything to get you back."
"See what I mean, Bruce. You are getting paranoid about this. Clay and I are just friends and you know that. I am a little annoyed that you don't seem to trust me. Clay is coming to Ben's party and we are all going to have a good time. Now get a hold of yourself."
Clay got a degree in American Literature and had an entry level teaching position at a community college about two hours drive from us. I liked to get my hands dirty and ended up with a degree in petroleum engineering. I was hoping to use it to travel but decided it was better to stay close to Callie. There was plenty of work within a days drive but it was a little mundane.
Callie wanted to mess around that night after we went to bed but my heart wasn't into it. She was a little huffy when I rejected her advances but she seemed to be trying too hard, like she felt a need to compensate for something. I guess I was getting a little nutty about the whole thing.
Sunday night arrived sooner than I wanted it too. Callie had been on the phone with Ben's wife, Amy, several times making party plans. I didn't like Amy too much. Ben and Amy had a daughter about three years old and for some reason I never thought the girl was Bens. From remarks that Callie had made a few times I got the feeling Amy cheated on her husband. Big problem was she was just about the only friend Callie had.
It took an hour to get to the Sorensen house. There were about a dozen people there including Clay. Ben was a CSI buff and that was the theme of the birthday party. I tried to be congenial to Clay but it was strained. Callie and Clay were chatty and friendly most of the night. At times I felt she was baiting me. When present time came everyone gathered in the living room. For some reason Amy insisted I sit aside of her on the couch. Callie and Clay were standing together on the far side of the room near the patio door. Everybody was cheering Ben on as he started unwrapping. After about ten minutes I noticed that Callie and Clay were gone. I started to get up and Amy grabbed my arm.
" Don't leave now Bruce. We are just getting to the best part."
Her attempt to keep me there was very transparent and I was now getting seriously concerned. I tried again to get up but again she insisted that I stay. About that time the lights went out.
In the dark we all heard Ben. "Here comes the best present of all; the UV blood and semen detector. Everybody look for the blue glowing evidence." The room burst out in giggles as Ben flicked on the probe light. As the guests backed out of his way Ben passed the unit back and forth around the room. Amy and I moved off the couch as he came near and everyone broke out in laughter when they saw the couch covered in bright blue spots.
"Looks like we can't keep that a secret anymore." Ben joked as he continued around the room.
All of a sudden we heard Callie. "What's going on? What is all the laughing about?"
Callie and Clay had just come back into the dark room from the patio. The room got completely silent as Ben turned the light toward the couple. Callie's mouth, chin and the front of her blouse were all covered in the bright blue glow. The front of Clay's pants also had a streak of blue. After a few seconds someone in the room broke the silence. "Girl, you are so busted."
Callie looked down at her blouse and realized what the remark meant. As the room burst out in laughter again I was making my way out the door. I believe I was halfway down the street before anyone noticed I was gone.
On the way home my cell phone rang about four times before I turned it off. Luckily I didn't get a ticket because I made record time. While I was getting my stuff together at the house the land line phone rang a half dozen times before it stopped. I grabbed everything I needed from the file cabinet, my laptop and all the work clothes I could carry. I left the suits and pretty stuff for Clay. It took less than thirty minutes and I was on my way to the cheapest motel I could find. I sure was glad Ben had his party on a Sunday because I had a lot to do the next day. I hadn't even stopped to think about what had occurred. I was moving on adrenaline.
The sun was shining on Monday morning. I guess I should have made a checklist but I was in too much of a hurry. The phone, water and electric companies opened at eight so I cancelled them effective Friday. I grabbed a prepaid cell phone at Wal-Mart right after I had a quick breakfast. Chester Bunt was the only lawyer to open before nine so he got the job of setting up a quickie divorce. I signed the blank forms and prepaid him. Closed out both cell phones next and paid a hefty fee for early cancellation. By that time the bank was open. It took twenty minutes to close out three credit cards as well as the saving and checking account. I took it all. Finally I went by work. I explained the situation in detail to my boss and he understood. Got a check for sick leave, vacation time and wages that were coming. No place to cash it, but I could use it to open a new account wherever I ended up. He called a friend in Galveston and had me a job in less than ten minutes. As I was leaving work Ben Sorensen pulled up next to me and rolled down his window.
"Bruce. It's not what you think. It was a setup, a joke. You have to let me explain."
"Sorry Ben, too late to explain. By the way do, a DNA check on your daughter." The last remark was totally out of character for me but I was really pissed off at his attempt to smooth things over. I regretted saying it. Bens face went pale as I drove away.
At noon I was eating lunch at a Cracker Barrel on 81. At last I was able to relax.
One of the smart things I did at college was join a fraternity. Not only did it help me get through a tough course of study but I also made some good friends. I called a few brothers the first chance I got and explained my situation. They promised they would take care of it for me.
For the next seven months I was busy doing safety inspections on off shore oil platforms. I would fly out to the rigs and stay about a week. Between tours the company had a few trailers at different sites where I stayed. I called Chester every few weeks to check on the status of the divorce. Callie refused to sign it but did not file one of her own. I asked Chester what my options were but he didn't have any ideas worth a shit. Some of the guys told me a detective had been snooping around looking for me. Next week I was in Aberdeen, Scotland. The North Sea is cold even in August but I stuck it out for almost a year.
I had to come home eventually. My old boss welcomed me with open arms. He was hoping I was back for good. I thanked him for all his help but told him I couldn't stay yet. Chester Bunt turned out to be a dud of a lawyer. I was still married and he had no idea what I should do. Looks like I needed a new lawyer. I had a good bid of dough saved up so I decided to take some time off.
Callie was no longer working at the insurance company and she was not at the house. It was hard to ask anybody anything without letting them know I was around. I was trying to lay low. I drove down to check if Callie was with Clay when I found out some interesting news. About a year ago Clay was fired from the community college. They found three thousand pictures of naked children on his school and home computers. Although he denied any knowledge of where they came from or how they got in his computers he was let go. There was not enough proof for a civil trial but enough to get him fired. One of his coworkers said he moved to Iowa. I love my frat brothers.
I used to be clean-shaven and well groomed. Now I was sporting a full beard and a ponytail. I was about ready to move on to something new when I ran into an old high school buddy. He didn't recognize me but I knew him right away.
"Tony Cordetti, Wow I haven't see you since high school. How are you doing?"
He looked at me trying to figure out who the hell I was. "Bruce, Bruce Terrell"
"Damn Bruce, you sure look different. I never would have recognized you."
We ended up having coffee and talking about old times at school mostly. He was married with three kids and sold farm equipment. I was looking for a way to steer the conversation around to Callie when he mentioned Ben.
"What ever happened to Ben, Tony?"
"He is still around. Last I heard he was still over at Kemp's Floor Coverings. I think he got divorced last year but I don't know for sure."
"Are you on good terms with Ben?"
"Sure, we are not the best of buds but always got along ok."
"Tony, let me tell you a story and maybe you could help me out. OK?"
For the next ten minutes I told Tony everything that had happened. He seemed interested, in fact he seemed flattered that I would confine in him about it. He was more than happy to help me.
Three days later Tony met me at the Waffle House parking lot. He handed me the small voice recorder that I had given him.
"Good luck with that Bruce. I'm not sure it is what you wanted to hear but he sure was willing to talk about it. I don't think you should go see him though because he is really pissed off at you."
"Why is he upset with me?"
"He claims you cost him his marriage. Anyhow it is all on the tape. Next time you are in town call and we will get together for supper."
"Thanks Tony, I appreciate it."
I picked up a pizza and six-pack before I got comfortable in my room. The first ten minutes or so of the tape was just meet and greet stuff before Tony was able to steer it around.
Ben, what ever happened to Bruce Terrell? I haven't seen him since high school. I heard he married Callie after college but he sort of disappeared.
Yah, well I am glad he is gone. That son-of-a-bitch cost me my marriage.
How did he do that?
It's a long story. Do you have a few minutes?
Sure.
Well, when we were in high school, Carrie was madly in love with Clay Bixler. In the middle of the senior year they had a fight and Carrie latched on to Bruce to make Clay jealous. She and Clay got everything straightened out but Callie kept things going with Bruce and eventually she even married him.
Who the hell did she love Clay or Bruce?
I don't know. I think she wanted both of them. She knew Bruce was going to amount to something but I think she liked being with Clay. Anyhow after they were married Callie kept teasing Bruce about Clay. She would do and say little things to get him riled up just for the hell of it. I am not sure but I think she was still sleeping with Clay when she could, according to my slut ex-wife. Callie and Amy used to confine in each other but Amy didn't tell me much. I know why now.
How did it come to a head?
Well I was having a birthday party. Amy and Callie decided to play a joke on Bruce. Amy got me one of those semen test lights for a present. It came with a vial of test fluid so you could calibrate it. While I was opening my presents Clay and Callie went out on the patio and Callie smeared some test fluid around her mouth, chin and shirt front. Then she put some on Clays zipper. When the lights went out they came in and said 'what's going on?' I shined the light on them and when Bruce saw the blue he freaked out and left. We tried to stop him and tell him it was a joke but he was long gone and wouldn't answer his phone.
Man that was cold.
Well, we all thought it was a good joke, all except Bruce. I found him the next day coming out of work. I stopped him and tried to explain but he would listen. He said 'Sorry Ben, too late to explain. By the way, have a DNA check done on your daughter. Man that hurt. It was the last time anyone saw him.
What did he mean by the DNA crack?
It turned out that Amy had an affair and the kid wasn't even mine. We ended up getting divorced because of it and I blame that on Bruce.
Why? He didn't cheat on you.
No, but I was better off not knowing. I hate the bastard for ruining my life.
What ever happen to Callie?
Bruce tried to divorce her, but she was so mad she threw the papers away. Clay lost his job teaching and Callie thought Bruce had something to do with it. When Clay relocated out west someplace, Callie went with him.
Where did they go?
I have no idea. Before our divorce, Amy told me that Callie went with Clay just to piss off Bruce for what he did to her. Amy seemed to think Callie liked Clay better than Bruce anyway.
Damn. That sounds like a mess. Guess I don't want to have anything to do with old Bruce. Hey. Good to talk to you Ben but I got to go.
Take care, Tony. Stop by if you need some carpet.
The pizza was gone and so was the beer. Knowing that Callie left with Clay convinced me that I had done the right thing. Sure would like that divorce though.
I started checking colleges in Iowa. The smaller schools held the most promise so I concentrated on junior colleges and community colleges. After pulling up the school web page, I checked out the faculties. In three hours I found it, a small Christian college near Ames. I left the next morning.
There were plenty of small apartments available in the area on a weekly basis. After getting settled I started checking out the Shepard of the Hills junior college. It seems they had a pretty strict hiring policy to insure that the students were not exposed to unsavory influences. Clay and Callie had rented a small cottage about a mile from the school and to my surprise Callie was about six months pregnant. With my beard and ponytail I was able to move about fairly easily with out being noticed.
About a week later I had a new divorce lawyer and the head of the Shepard of the Hills had a letter containing information about the background and present living arrangements of its newest English professor. Clay had not informed the school of the kiddy porn problem at his last school nor had he informed them that he was living with a married woman, not his own, who was carrying his child. According to the school hiring policies these could cause problems for my buddy Clay. I was sitting on a hallway bench during the closed-door session at the school. Callie gave me a funny look as she and Clay walked past me to enter the conference room. It was as if she knew me but she wasn't sure. I was actually able to hear bits and pieces coming from the room as Clay tried to explain himself. I guess he didn't do too good a job because they let him go immediately. I had my head hidden in a newspaper as they came out. Callie tried to look closer at me as she passed by but I was able to hide my face.
As they walked to their car a well-dressed man approached Callie and handed her an envelope and a small piece of paper. He nodded to her and walked away. She stood by the car, read the note and quickly called the man back. He handed her a pen and she signed the forms in the envelope on the hood of the car and handed them back to him. I was standing on the steps of the school as they drove by. Callie realized who I was and gave me a big smile.
It was sort of nice realizing that I was going to be busy the next year. I signed deeply as I looked at the divorce papers. In the signature block Callie had written, ' EAT SHIT AND DIE'.



        Scoliosis Effect

        How to confuse a cheating wife.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/scoliosis-effect

Title: Scoliosis Effect

Author: PAPATOAD

Category: Loving Wives

Description: How to confuse a cheating wife.

Tags: cheat




Thanks to the knee doctor for editing help and medical tech support.
There is no sex in this story. Sorry.

I hate my life. My wife is a shrew and my daughter is her clone. My son was so disgusted with my refusal to deal with any of it, that he left home as soon as he was eighteen. He knew what was going on, and wanted no part of it. My daughter knew what her mother was like, and decided she wanted to be just like mommy. I pitied my daughter's poor husband.
I knew I made a mistake before my first wedding anniversary. Mildred seemed to think she was more attractive than she really was, and was constantly flirting to reinforce her self-image. The trouble was, it didn't stop at flirting. Apparently, she didn't think there was anything wrong with screwing other men, as long as I didn't know about it. The big trouble was, I always knew. For twenty-six years, I have known, and for twenty-six years, I have said nothing. I guess it is easy to see why my son left.
The big question is, of course, why didn't I leave? I wish I had a good answer. I didn't like what my wife was doing and I didn't condone it. I was just too lazy, or complacent to do anything about it. I was getting my meals cooked, my laundry done, and my house cleaned. Mildred never denied me sex, and often initiated it. She was a nag and a real bitch, but I had learned to tune it out. I believed that I had no alternatives.
Unfortunately, I was an average type of guy. My hair was receding a little, I needed bifocals, and I was about twenty pounds overweight. The extra weight wasn't muscle, just belly flab. I was in the same job for twenty-six years also. It was boring, and I was at a dead end, career wise. The young kids were smarter than me and had more ambition. I worked just to put food on the table. I had no savings, no retirement plan, and the only insurance was what the company offered. We never even bought a home. We rented our house from my wife's brother. My future was as bleak as my past. Life sucks.
Mildred held up a little bit better than I did. She did some kind of exercises on a regular basis. She also watched her weight better than I did. She had to stay in shape, so she could pick up guys.
Now I don't want to make things sound worse than they really were. Mildred was not going out and constantly picking up guys to have sex with. She was discreetly having affairs. It was only one guy at a time, and maybe only one or two different ones each year. I don't know if they ended up dumping her or vice-versa. I really didn't care. At least she had the decency to never bring them to the house.
I never had any interest in other women. I did get hit on a few times over the years, but I just laughed it off. I was sure they would have been disappointed if I had responded to their flirting. It seemed like too much trouble to me.
My daughter, Julie, was married to a milk-toast type of guy. Who am I to throw stones? She probably picked him, because he reminded her of me. Shortly after the wedding they had twins: beautiful little girls. They were adorable, but I couldn't help thinking they would end up like their mother and grandmother. What a shame.
The only high point in my life was my secretary, Joyce, and our company mail boy, Rodney. Joyce wasn't actually my secretary, because she took care of six reps in the office. I just felt like she took better care of me than she did the other five guys. Rodney was my ray of sunshine. I liked him because he had a good attitude. He never complained about anything and always had a smile for me. I don't know if he aspired for much, career wise, but he seemed to enjoy what he was doing. Joyce and Rodney were pretty close around the office, and always seemed to be sharing gossip and some type of daily joke. I looked forward to spending my day with them, as much as I looked forward to getting away from my wife. Joyce and I had been working together for thirteen years, and I still didn't know much about her. The two most important things that I did know were that she was single, and she hated my wife. I never got too nosy about the reasons behind either one of those facts.
Things got interesting one day when my daughter, Julie, barged into the office to announced that she had just enrolled the twins in a scoliosis research study. It seems that both of the girls had slight curvatures of the spine. Since genetic scoliosis is hereditary, several groups had obtains big government grants to study how it is passed on from generation to generation. She carefully explained how it can affect the heart, as well as other medical problems, some life threatening. I could tell that she was extremely concerned. Part of the research involved studies of the genetic backgrounds of the family of the test subjects. Julie very proudly presented me with a small padded envelope that contained a small plastic bottle, and instructions on how to spit in the bottle, and put the cap on. I always thought they used cotton swabs and took samples from your cheek. The envelope was pre-paid and pre-addressed. All daddy had to do, was follow the instructions. She thanked me for agreeing to help, and she left smiling.
"What did the spawn of the devil want?" Joyce was bringing me a fresh cup of coffee as an excuse to pry.
"She enrolled the kids in a scoliosis study of some type and needs my DNA. You shouldn't speak so harshly about my wife."
"I thought you did those DNA tests four or five years ago."
"I did. It was through the company medical program."
"Weren't those tests good enough?"
"They don't even know I did them. I was just checking to make sure the kids were mine, before I made out my new will."
"I can understand why that would be a concern." Joyce had a big smile on her face. She seemed to get great enjoyment out of insulting Mildred, every chance she got. "Well, don't keep me in suspense. Are you the father or not?"
"Julie and Jason are both my children. What more can I say?"
"With luck like that, you should play the lottery."
"There is nothing wrong with Jason. He was just fed up with the whole situation, and pissed that his dad didn't make it right. Joyce. You have to stop putting Mildred down all the time."
"Sorry boss. I just can't help myself. Are you going to pee in the bottle?"
"It's spit, Joyce. They want me to spit in the bottle."
As if on cue, Rodney walked into the office, with the daily delivery of mail and memos.
Joyce's eyes lit up. "Rodney, baby you are just in time. John needs you to spit in this bottle for him."
I think Rodney was just as surprised at Joyce's remark as I was. I realized that this study was important, but all of a sudden what Joyce said seemed like a great idea. I handed Rodney the vial, and Joyce and I both watched as he carefully put his DNA inside.
"The label on the bottle says, "John Ritter". I don't mind doing this as long as you two guys keep me out of trouble."
"No way, Rodney. John and I will make sure you don't." Joyce dropped the bottle into the envelope and sealed it. "I'll see that this gets in the mail today boss." She was smiling ear to ear as she walked out of my office. Rodney looked perplexed.
"You know she is sweet on you, Mister Ritter."
"What?"
"Joyce always says nice things about you and I see her looking at you when you don't notice. She said a couple of times that she wished you weren't married."
I always thought of Joyce and me as friends, but I never considered that she was interested in a different type of relationship. I was flattered by what Rodney said, and I realized I was smiling to myself. Joyce would make a hell of a better companion than Mildred. I decided I better pay more attention to what was going on.
"Thanks for the help Rodney. I'll see you again this afternoon."
Things went on as normal for the next few weeks. I was trying to be a little more attentive to Joyce after hearing what Rodney said. I thought it was odd that my secretary had a higher opinion of me than my wife did. For the first time, in my married life I was seeing some reason to consider a divorce. I have always been very complacent about my marriage. The more attention I paid to Joyce, the nicer she was to me. I liked that arrangement.
On Friday afternoons, I usually tried to sneak out of work a little early. No special reason, just something I started to do years ago, and saw no reason to stop. No one ever seemed to complain. I got home, plopped myself into my easy chair, and heard my wife and daughter arguing in the kitchen. It was evident that they had no idea I was home. It was a strain, but I was able to pick up bits and pieces of the conversation.
"No, Julie, I have no idea who it could be. I was sure it was your father."
"My father? Damn it, Mom. This is not my father." I assumed at this point she had gotten the DNA results back and was holding them. "I have no idea who my father is, and to make matters worse, my own mother has no idea who he is."
There was a lot of mumbling and confusion when both of them were talking at the same time, but I could still get some of it.
"They can't even put a name to this DNA sample. It is not in any database of any type. If you can't help me, who the hell can?"
I was getting a kick out of hearing my daughter brow-beat her mother. Paybacks are hell. It would have been nice to get all of the conversation, but I had to be satisfied with a portion of it. For the next few minutes, I could not make out what was being said. The last thing I heard was something about another test on Tuesday morning, and the door slamming as Julie left. Sooner or later I would have to tell them the truth, but for now, I was savoring the moment.
Well that was really exciting and the highlight of my week. Joyce would be ecstatic when I related things to her Monday. I was a little disappointed that I would have to wait till Monday to tell her.
After supper, Mildred announced that she had to go see one of her girl friends, who was having personal problems. She didn't know how late she would be, and told me not to wait up. I doubted that she had any girl friends with personal problems, but thought it was a great time for me to go see Joyce.
"John, what the hell are you doing here? You should have phoned first. I look like shit."
"Sorry. I couldn't help myself. I thought you might want to know how your little trick with the DNA sample played out." Joyce looked good. She had on sweat pants and a pullover shirt. It was the first time I had ever seen her without make up, and she looked pretty good. I was wondering why I hadn't noticed how attractive she was before. I had seen her everyday at work, but I never really looked at her.
"Do you want coffee or a beer?"
"I'll go for the beer, but if I have more than three, I won't be able to drive home."
"Okay. I'll make sure there are at least four in the frig, maybe six."
"Six beers and I'll fall asleep."
"Don't worry. I got a big bed."
Damn, if Joyce wasn't hitting on me. I didn't come here for that. I just wanted to gloat about the situation between my wife and my daughter. Joyce was looking to get me in bed, even if I was drunk. I am a pretty poor drinker, mainly because I don't do it enough.
We started off talking about the DNA trick and laughed about the results. After that, the conversation drifted all over the place. In three hours, I had all the beer I could handle, and I was feeling no pain. Joyce convinced me that I could not drive home. We finally ended up in bed. I got my first blowjob in eight years, and was more than happy to return the favor. We screwed twice that night, and once the next morning.
When I got home, Mildred was still in bed. I kicked off my shoes and lay down on the sofa. The next thing I remembered was my wife shaking me. "What are you doing down here? Go up and take a shower, and if you are still hung over, use the bed. If you are going to go out drinking, at least learn how to do it properly."
Mildred could not imagine that I had spent the night with another woman. She assumed that I had gone to a bar, got drunk, and staggered home. I found the whole thing to be hilarious. I knew that I would be doing it more often from then on.
Since it was Saturday, there wasa lawn to be mowed and cars to be washed. I worked the entire day and felt great. It was as if a whole new world was opened up to me. I could see now, that I no longer had to be resigned to a life of humiliation and nagging. I had no trouble at all imagining a life without Mildred. I had no trouble imagining a life with Joyce, and decided the next time that I saw her, there would be no more than two beers.
I thought the weekend would never end, but Monday did eventually arrive. Joyce was all smiles and looked better than ever. We decided that we were going to be real cool around the rest of the staff. It worked until Rodney came in. I guess he had a sixth sense about things, because he immediately knew that something was different between me and Joyce. He didn't say anything, but just looked at both of us with the biggest grin you ever saw. We both gave him a big grin back, and he knew for sure. I think it made his day. No one else in the office had a clue.
From the conversation between Mildred and Julie, I figured something was going to happen on Tuesday morning. Joyce had Rodney spit into one of the little cups from the drinking fountain. I carefully put the nasty thing in the top left drawer of my desk. I pinched the sides of the cup to form a funnel. At about ten o'clock Mildred arrived unexpectedly, or so she thought. Joyce politely escorted her into my office and left the door open.
"John, there was a problem with the DNA sample that you gave Julie two weeks ago. She needs another one. I brought one of the bottles with me. Do you mind?"
"Of course not. What was wrong with the last one? It didn't seem that complicated."
"I am not sure, but the sample got contaminated somehow, and it could not be used. It will just take a second." Mildred handed me the bottle and sat waiting for me to spit. Just then Joyce stuck her head in the door.
"Mildred, if you have your parking ticket, I can validate it for you."
While Mildred rummaged through her purse, and handed Joyce the ticket, I quickly filled the bottle from the cup, without looking. I held the bottle up to my mouth as my wife turned her head back towards me. I was as slick as a Vegas magician, as I put the lid on, and handed it back to her. I have to admit, there was no doubt, it looked like I had spit in the vial.
"Here you go." Joyce said as she handed Mildred the validated ticket.and went back to her desk. Mildred smiled as she took the bottle and dropped it in the envelope. The inside of my desk drawer was a mess. My secretary and I spent the rest of the afternoon giggling like school children. Joyce did not complain as she cleaned my desk drawer.
Joyce and I got together several times over the next few weeks, but never over night. Mildred thought that I was becoming a drunk, spending all my spare time at the local bars. I didn't see any reason to let her think otherwise. On some nights when I with Joyce, we didn't have sex, we just talked or watched a movie. When we did have sex, it was great. I always drank at least two beers, before I came home to Mildred.
It was a Wednesday morning, when my son-law, Wilber Connor came to my office.
"John, you have to help me? I am going nuts. Between Julie and you wife, our home has become a battle zone."
"Hold up a minute, Will. What the hell are you talking about? What kind of battle?"
Wilber was nervous. He was my son-in-law, but we had never really had any kind of father to son discussion. He was always a little reserved or stand-offish. It was a struggle for him to come to me with this conversation. I didn't want to do anything to discourage him.
"They have been constantly arguing about the DNA tests that Julie needs for the scoliosis study. Thank goodness I am at work most of the day."
"Can you be a little more specific?" I quietly turned the intercom on, so Joyce could listen in.
"I don't know for sure, but it appears that neither one of the DNA samples that you turned in matches up with Julie's or the twin's. This has upset Julie tremendously. She has always thought that you were her biological father, and now she is not sure. If I am getting into a sensitive area here please let me know, Mister Ritter, and I will stop. I just assumed that you were aware of some of this stuff."
"Don't worry about it, Will. I am just interested in what is going on. I hate to admit it, but I had some suspicions myself, over the years." It was a lie of course, but he didn't need to know that.
"Julie had forced Mildred to get DNA samples from three other men. None of those samples matched up either. Of course this has caused Julie to go ballistic. She has accused her mother of being a slut, who slept with so many men that she can't remember their names. Mildred was actually in tears the other day."
"I have to agree, that sounds pretty bad, Will. You don't know who the three men are that she got the test for, do you?"
"Sure." Wilber pulled a small piece of paper out of a folder and handed it to me. I gave it a quick glance and recognized two of the names.
"The really bad part, Mister Ritter, is that Julie never asked me to give her a sample for the tests. From the conversations, I figured out it had something to do with spitting in a bottle. I never did that. I got to look at some of the papers, and they show my DNA and state that I am the father of the twins, but I never gave a sample. Something is not right."
I had to laugh to myself at the irony of it. I was trying to deceive them about being Julie's father, and Julie was hiding the fact that Wilber was not the father of the twins. My daughter was worse than her mother. I felt bad for Wilber, but he was in the same boat as I was.
"Wilber, are you happily married to my daughter?"
"Honestly sir, no. I think I made a big mistake, but I don't know what to do about it."
"Look at me, Wilber. I made the same mistake twenty-six years ago and did nothing. Do you want to end up like me?"
Wilber said nothing. He knew what the answer was, but he didn't want to answer the question because he didn't want to hurt my feelings.
"What is it you want me to do for you, Will?"
"I guess nothing. I just needed somebody to talk to. You always seemed like a sensible man. If you have any ideas, please let me know."
I only thought about it for a few seconds. I leaned over my desk and looked my son-in-law in the eyes. "Run, Wilber, run!"
I don't know if he was relieved or crushed. He got up, smiled, and shook my hand. I got the feeling I would not see Wilber Connor for a while. Good luck to him.
"John Ritter, you are the biggest damned hypocrite in the whole world. How can you give advice like that to your son-in-law, when you won't even follow it yourself?" Joyce seemed to be a little upset.
"You are right. You are so right. I admit it. I wish I had someone like me to talk to?"
"Well, talk to me. I'll give you the same advice you gave to him. I have watched you for the last thirteen years, and have never understood why you continued to allow yourself to be shit on by that harpy. If there was ever a good time for you to do something, this is it. John Ritter, you have one week to make a decision, or I am out of here." She never slammed my office door before, but she did today. I got the feeling she meant business.
Ralph Geiger and Jerry Trammel were two friends of the family. I understand now that they were better friends of my wife, than me. Those were the two names on the list from Wilber that I recognized. I had no idea who Raymond Stanford was? Joyce had cooled off, and wandered back into the office with a fresh cup of coffee. She didn't apologize for what she said, but at least she wasn't brow-beating me any more. I didn't need two women doing that.



"OK John. Who are the guys on the list that your son-in-law gave you?"
I slid the piece of paper across the desk to her. "Two of them are old family friends and the third guy, I don't know."
"What do you want to do?"
"Would it piss you off, if I said I didn't want to do anything?"
"Yeah. I don't expect you to go out on a vendetta or anything, but I do expect you to get off your dead ass and do something. After thirteen years, I finally got you to notice me, and I don't intend to back-slide. If you don't come up with something, I will."
Dinner that night was stressful. I could tell that Mildred was bothered about something, but she was not sharing it. We struggled through the meal with very little conversation. Actually, it was better than the normal talks we had. She had no smart-ass remarks to make, when I excused myself to go down to the bar. This time, I actually went to the bar and I got really sloshed.
Things were back to normal at work the next morning, until Rodney came in. He dropped the mail on Joyce's desk, and then came into my office and handed me a brochure. The look I gave him promoted an answer.
"I gave one to Joyce, too. Since you guys both like to travel, I thought you might be interested in this." He was smiling again as he left the office.
Well, I took my turn smiling when I looked at the pamphlet. It was for a four week, tractor-trailer driver's course that gets you a Commercial Drivers License. Joyce walked in snickering to herself with the course information in hand.
"Where does Rodney come up with this crap?"
"That's not fair, John. I don't think it is crap. In fact, I think it looks interesting."
"You are out of your mind. I can't see either one of us doing this, let alone, both of us."
"I do. In fact, I think I look pretty good in jeans."
"You do, but what does that have to do with this?"
"Well, I can't wear a skirt and drive a big rig, can I?"
The conversation continued for almost an hour until she finally wore me down. Joyce and I both took the afternoon off, and two hours later we were enrolled in the Lehigh Institute Drivers School. Both of us had plenty of vacation time and sick leave accumulated, to finish the course and still keep our jobs, if it didn't work out.
Things at home that evening were less than pleasant. Wilber had left Julie for unknown pastures. I was proud of the boy. For some reason, Mildred thought I had something to do with his leaving. I never denied it or confirmed it. I left for the local bar, and ended up at Joyce's place. Mildred was in bed when I got home.
We were busy at work for the next few days. Joyce had to get a temp up to speed to cover the next month, and I had to reschedule and reassign my work, to make sure it got done. Joyce made me an appointment with a divorce lawyer, and physically took me there. I don't know what grounds the lawyer ended up using for the divorce, but she wanted the names of the guys that Wilber gave me. I told Mildred, I would be working out of the office the next few weeks. She didn't care one way or the other.
Living close to the school made it an easy, daily, drive. There was a bad storm one night, so Joyce and I got to share our first motel room, rather than drive home. The four weeks went too fast. I was a better driver than Joyce, but couldn't touch her when it came to backing up and parking. We both ended up with our CDL and a few nice offers of employment. That night we took Rodney to dinner at the Outback.
The more time I spent with Joyce the more time I wanted to spend with her. I had no idea that companionship could be so pleasant. I kicked myself for not making a move like this earlier.
That night at dinner, I asked Mildred how the scoliosis study was going. I admit I was baiting her a little when I did it. The reaction wasn't exactly as I expected. Instead of getting mad and attacking me, she quietly got up, and left the room. An hour later, she told me she had to go see a sick friend. As she was going out the door, I decided to go see a friend also.
I can't say it was a smooth transition, but a week later, Joyce and I were driving for one of the largest freight haulers out of Carlisle PA. Yes, I sneaked out like a thief in the night. I never confronted my wife about anything. I quietly packed and disappeared. The divorce papers were delivered the next day. I moved all my stuff into Joyce's house, and Rodney was more than willing to house sit and forward the mail, in return for free rent. I get to spend all day with Joyce, and so far, we haven't got on each other's nerves. I am sure we will have disagreements down the line, but for now, everything is fine. We are not planning on any kids, but if we do, I hope they don't have scoliosis.
Wilber disappeared, never to be seen again. Julie was forced, by circumstances to move in with her mother. The last I heard, things were not going well. Joyce and I stopped to see Jason in Colorado a few months later. We got along better than ever. I think he was glad to see that I finally took some action. He and Joyce hit it off with no problem. To make things right, Jason promised to tell Mildred and Julie the truth about the DNA tests, when he went home for Christmas.
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I was confused for most of my life. It was a sexual thing. As I was growing up I found that I was not turned on, or excited by pictures of beautiful naked women. All of my friends would go nuts looking at the blonde, blue- eyed "Barbie dolls" in the girlie magazines. I would go along with them because I figured it was what I was expected to do but inside I just did not understand what all the excitement was about. High school proved to be really confusing because I ended up dating some of the same type of girls that were in the magazines and found that the real life version was just as boring as the pin ups.
My name is John Terrell. When I hit eighteen I began to believe that I had this problem because I was gay. After a horrible weekend in San Francisco. I found out that was not it. Gay sex and porn proved to be just as numbing as "Barbie" sex and porn.
Now, I was not a virgin. I was a good looking guy and had no trouble getting dates. I was able to get stimulated enough to do the dirty deed with several cheerleader types but I can't say I enjoyed it. I was beginning to think I was going to end up as a monk at some far off remote monastery when something clicked.
Although none of the guys, or my self, was gay, we decided to go to the "city by the bay" for the annual Gay Pride Parade. We were trying to kill time and felt it would be a lot of fun, not to razz or pick on the gays, but rather,to enjoy some of the celebration they were putting on. This was the first step in my awakening. Leading off the parade was a group called "Dykes on Bikes". All of a sudden I saw the most beautiful collection of females passing in front of my eyes. It wasn't the Harleys or the leathers it was the warm bodies that turned me on. They were hard, tanned, and muscular. As odd as it may seem, I was actually getting aroused just watching them go by. Of course I didn't say anything to the other guys about it. Most of the dykes had a pretty little lipstick lesbian sitting behind them, enjoying the vibration of the big bikes. I knew I had made a major discovery but now I was worried that I might be a lesbian in a man's body.
That foolish idea was quickly discarded because I realized that not only did I want to satisfy them the same way their girl friends did, I also wanted to screw them. It was then that I realized I might not be any better off than I was. Where was I going to find a dyke lesbian that would want to have sex with me?
We enjoyed the rest of the parade and the rest of the day. Toward the evening we stopped by a dyke bar and at my insistence, we all went in. We were completely out of place and they let us know it, but not before I fell in love with two or three of them. They wore denim vests with the sleeves cut off. On the back was printed "Scotty's B Team." All I could think of was that I would love to meet the "A Team". The trip home was great. I felt that at last, I had some sort of future to look forward to if only I could find it, or her.
`Going through high school I had my own lawn service business. I was pretty good at it and by the time I finished school I had figured out that I could make a living doing it. I lived with my parents for a few years while I was getting the business started. I finally was able to buy a property with a house and steel out building that was zoned commercial. In no time at all I had a crew of six full time employees and eight temporary employees. During the winter, when the need for mowing was less, the temps all went back home to Guadalajara. The rest of us spent the time on pruning jobs and equipment upkeep. I made a good living and I was content except for my gender sexual identity problem.
To compensate for my sexual frustration I had taken up skydiving. There were several good fields in the Northern California area and I had no trouble getting certified and gained lots of experience. To make things more interesting I completed a smoke jumpers course that was held near Reno. My business could run without me so I was almost always available. Each year I would get called several times and we would fly to a remote Western U.S. area to fight fires. We got paid for it but I enjoyed the excitement more than the money. For two weeks every summer I would go to Reno and help with the training and certification of the new jumpers.
The Roseville, California fire department had a big enough parking lot that all of the trainees could leave their cars during the two week training period. I left my truck there so I could ride up on the bus. Eighteen guys showed up and all of them appeared up to the task. As they were stowing their gear, one of them caught my eye. He was clean shaven, about five foot eight and had a barrel chest and large arms. Something didn't seem right and I figured it out when I got an erection. This was an all male group. Training of female smoke jumpers was done in Colorado. The policy was to have no mixed gender classes to avoid problems and it worked well for us.
Billy Maxfield was going to try and get through the male only smoke jumpers course. I knew right away that no matter how good she was, without my help she would never make it. She sat alone, looking out the window, for the entire ride over Donner Pass. She was trying to be friendly and at the same time not draw too much attention to herself. I memorized her face during the trip. Dark heavy eyebrows, that had never been plucked, and deep set brown eyes. She had a strong chin line and a wide mouth with chiseled lips. Her nose had a small bump in it but fit the rest of her face perfectly. Her hands were coarse with short nails and obviously had been used for manual labor. She appeared to have muscles where real girls did not. It was fairly easy for her to pass as a man. It appears that I was able to detect her because of some weird dyke radar that I had developed. By the time the bus arrived at Camp Roosevelt I had fallen in love with Billy Maxfield.
Clayton Burns was running the training session. It was held in an old conservation corps work camp. There were twenty or so, two man cabins just big enough for two beds. A central mess hall also contained the office and training rooms. It the middle of the camp was a community shower and latrines. That would be a problem for Billy. The training would be hard and sweaty. Daily showers would be the minimum. Trainees had a choice of doubling up or having a cabin by themselves. As expected, Billy requested a cabin by her self.
"John, are you going to bunk with me or by yourself?" Clayton and I usually shared one of the nicer cabins.
"Clay, I think I am going to stay with one of the new guys this time. Is that OK?"
"Sure. I don't see why not. What brought this on?"
"Nothing special. Just wanted to do something different."
"Hey, I got three guys going solo. Which one do you want to team up with?"
"Can you stick me in with Billy Maxfield?"
"No problem. Why him?"
"I have this strange feeling he might need a little extra encouragement."
"What the hell are you doing here?"
Billy Maxfield did not appreciate me coming into the cabin. She just started to put her stuff in the footlocker when I walked in.
"Looks like we are going to be rooming together."
"No way. I asked for and got a cabin by myself. There are plenty of cabins available, go get your own."
A paused a bit and looked at her. "No thanks. I like this one."
"OK. I'll get another one."
"I don't think you want to do that."
"Why not?"
"I assume you came here because you want to complete the course and get certified, right?"
"Yes. So what?"
"You won't get through the first three days without my help."
"Bullshit. I am qualified, smart enough and can meet all the physical requirements. I can pass without your help."
I sat down on the bed and looked at her. She was determined and fearless. She did not take her eyes off of me. I motioned for her to sit on her bed facing me. She sat like a man would and glared defiantly into my face.
"Have you seen the shower arrangements?"
Suddenly her face softened. She looked at her feet and then her eyes sort of darted around the room as if she was looking for something she knew she would not find. She didn't answer.
"If we stay together I can help you with the shower problem and any other similar situations that pop up."
Billy flung her arms out to her side and fell back onto the bed.
"Shit, shit, shit."
"It was bound to happen sooner or later. At least with me you have a chance."
She bounded up and glared. "And what do you get out of this?"
"Not a damn thing. I just want to see you get through the course."
"Are you some sort of sex pervert or something?"
"No. But what did you have in mind?"
"Don't be funny. This is not something to laugh about. I want this and I am serious. I don't appreciate being blackmailed so I can stay here."
" No blackmail. I don't want anything. I won't even peek at you in the shower. I'll give you all the privacy you need or want. I just don't want you entertaining any of the guys in our cabin while I am out."
That brought a small smile to her face. "I know you want something. I'll figure it out."
Training started early the next day. The mornings were usually set up for classroom work and the afternoons for field exercises. Breakfast and lunch were usually at a specific time and the evening meals were a little more casual, which worked to our advantage. After the field exercises the guys were anxious to get back, shower and hit the mess hall. Everybody always had a good appetite. Billy and I hung back until all the guys finished their showers and were eating supper before it was our turn. The common practice was to wear a bathrobe between the showers and the cabins. We always walked together and acted as normal as possible. The shower area and latrines were separate so I would wait outside the shower till Billy got done, making sure she wasn't interrupted. She showered very quickly and then went back to the cabin alone so I could wash up. By the time I got back she was dried off and dressed. She waited on the porch for me to dress and then we went to eat. We used to get teased about always being late to eat but no one ever thought any further about it.
Billy wore boxer shorts and a heavy tee shirt around the room. She became more comfortable with me after a few days but I never saw her naked. I tried not to peek or invade her privacy in any fashion. If she had boobs, they weren't much. That was ok with me.
There were a few close calls but by the end of the two weeks we had it down pat. Billy had no trouble with the rest of her training. We did six jumps during the two weeks and she was better than most of the guys. She got great grades on all her tests and exercises. We never discussed the sexual orientation problem again and went on day to day as if everything was normal.
Saturday was graduation. Friday afternoon became a problem.
"John, I am trying to get the certificates together and I am having a problem with the information on Maxfield." Clay was speaking to me without looking away from the computer. He had a pile of graduation certifications set on the corner of the desk but was concentrating on the last one.
"Whenever I try to put the data together it keeps coming up that his social security number belongs to a female. I can't figure it out. Any ideas John?"
"Just go with it. He completed all the course requirements, didn't he? I don't think you want to deny him his certification because of a social security screw up."
"That's not the point John. Everything seems to indicate that Billy Maxfield is a female and that won't fly."
"If Billy Maxfield is a female why did you let her complete the course?"
"Hell John, if he is a girl nobody knew it. You bunk with him. Is he a girl?"
"Yes Clay. Billy Maxfield is a female. I knew it from the first day."
"What the hell. Why didn't you say something right away so we could stop it?"
"She's a good jumper Clay. She did well on the tests and exercises. It would have been a shame to not even give her a chance."
"Damn it. Now what do I do?"
"Who said that the course was only for men?"
"What do you mean?"
"Who made the rule that is was a men only thing?"
"I did."
"OK that's easy enough. Change it."
"You're a son of a bitch John. Have you been screwing her the last two weeks?"
"On my honor Clay. I never touched her. I just wanted to keep her safe."
"OK damn it. I'll make it up as a female. Now get the hell out of here."
I stopped as I was walking out the door. "One more thing Clay. Could you hold off on that certificate until tomorrow morning?"
"Why?"
"You don't want to know."
Billy was sitting on the porch in front of the cabin with a cooler. She waited until I sat down beside her and then took two beers out. She didn't say anything, just smiled.
"Are you happy about finishing?"
"Yes, but I don't really want to leave."
"Do you have a family to get back to?"
"No. My mom and dad live in Grass Valley but I have my own place in Sacramento."
"What do you do there? For a living I mean?"
Billy looked at me and laughed. "Hell John, I'm the Keebler elf. Didn't you recognize me?"
"What does that mean?"
"I stock grocery store shelves with Keebler cookies and crackers. Been doing it for a few years now. I do my job and nobody bothers me. I make enough to get by and I have no work related worries."
"Sounds like a comfortable situation. Is it your life's ambition?"
"Yah, right, just what every girl dreams of. What do you do John, when you are not protecting innocent maidens?"
"I have a landscaping business."
"You mean you mow lawns?"
"Well, yes if you want to put it that way."
"You are a little old for that aren't you?"
"Well I have fourteen other guys who actually do the mowing. I sort of just answer the phone and hand out pay checks."
We both had a little laugh at that and she got out two more beers.
"John, it's the last day and I am curious. How come you never hit on me?'
I put on my serious face. It was a hard question and I wanted to get the answer just right. "Billy, things could have gone four ways. If I didn't hit on you and you were ok with that we could remain friends and that would be good. If I didn't hit on you and you got upset we would no longer be friends but at least it wouldn't be because I did something dumb. If I hit on you and you got mad then we would never be friends again and I would feel bad. If I hit on you and you said yes I am afraid we would have gotten ourselves in big trouble. I didn't know what to do so I didn't do anything."
"I got a fifth possibility. How about if you hit on me and that makes me feel wanted and desired and then I turn you down but still stay friends. "
"Well I am afraid that would make me feel like I wasn't good enough for you and I would not want to be your friend any more."
"Boy we sure are a pair of idiots John." She got out two more beers.
"John, are you gay?"
"No I am not. Are you?"
"No. I thought for a while I might be but it didn't work out. I don't even like girls. I don't think there is a category for me. I have never had a date, didn't get to go to my prom and I am a twenty two year old virgin.
"Do you want to have children?"
"Yes, but the way things are going I don't think that is ever going to happen. Hell I just got done living with a guy for two weeks and couldn't even get a kiss."
Well that got a laugh from both of us. I leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.
"That's not a kiss." She said it with a smile on her face.
I made a decision at that point. "Billy do you have your birth certificate here?"
"Yes, just incase I might need it."
"Go in and get it and meet at the dining room in five minutes. Bring you wallet and stuff with you."
She gave me a funny look as I walked down to see Clayton.
Two hours later Billy and I were married. We spent the night in the honeymoon suite at Harrahs and I finally got to see her naked. The next morning Clayton gave out the certificates and hers said Billy Terrell. The big surprise was that all the guys going through the course knew what was going on and kept it a secret. Clay was the only one who didn't known.
Epilogue: Its has been six years since I met and married my special girl. We went to three forest fires together, one in Idaho and two in Montana. On the last one I shattered my knee on the jump so we decided to quit. We have two boys and a girl. The oldest is ready to start school so Billy has let her hair grow and started to wear a little, very little, makeup. She felt it was important for her to look a little more traditional so that the kids would not be embarrassed. She bought a few dresses, even a little black one. She wears it with a push bra and thinks it's a hoot. I am one lucky guy.
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It was a usual weekday supper. I didn't have much of an appetite but my two sons were tearing into the macaroni and cheese. Jason, 15, and Josh, 14, never failed to clean their plates. They were both active in sports and typical teenage activities. At the far end of the table, my wife Carla was overseeing the family meal, making sure that everyone had enough of whatever they wanted. It was like a picture that Norman Rockwell would have loved to paint. The boys finished up quickly and headed out for some street hockey, before it got too dark. I was nursing the last of my iced tea trying to get up the nerve to confront my wife. She was standing at the sink washing dishes as I rose from my chair.
"The next time you go to meet your lover, don't wear that red dress. You looked like a twenty dollar hooker going into that motel room."
She never turned around and as I walked out the door, I could hear the crash of a china plate hitting the floor.
I spent the next two hours mowing the grass. It finally got too dark to see any more and I had to quit. I didn't want to go into the house. I did not want to face her. I took more time than usual in cleaning the mower. It was a half of a quart low on oil, so I took care of that. When I went to drop the empty oil container in the trash, I noticed a brown paper bag tightly wadded up and forced into the bottom of the can. Inside were the red dress and a set of red underwear. The panties were stained but I didn't have any reason to save them. I already knew who did the dirty work.
Carla was in bed with the door closed. That was fine, because I didn't want to face her. The whole day started off wrong. I had the feeling Carla was cheating for several months. Since I didn't want it to be so, I tried to ignore it, hoping it would go away. It didn't go away. It just got worse. My wife is a fourth grade school teacher. She usually leaves for school when the boys do. This morning she had a doctor's appointment and wanted to get her eyes examined, so she took a sick day. I leave about the same time. I am a house painter. For the last few weeks I had been working on an apartment complex in Harrisburg, about an hour drive from home. When Carla announced her sick day, I decided to quietly do the same.
I have been painting houses for almost twenty years. I like the work and I am good at it. I was doing it when we got married, and it paid Carla's way through college. I always thought my wife was fine with my choice of work, but for the last few years I noticed her making comments that indicated that this wasn't so. When she introduced me to her friends she never mentioned what I did for a living, in fact, she seemed to go out of her way to avoid it. If someone forced the issue, it came out, but I could tell she wasn't thrilled. It was Okay when I was paying for her college and getting us a home, to raise the boys, but now I felt like I was a liability for her. I hated going to social functions.
Carla was a good teacher, she made more money than I did, and had better benefits. Her union medical benefits covered the entire family. She also had a nice pension building up. All I would have was social security. She kept herself in good shape. Even though she was only five feet one, she was impressive to look at. I guess it was her platinum hair that she wore very short.
I hung around down the street from the house waiting for her to leave. When she came out she had on the pretty little red dress. She looked good in that dress, and I always told her so. It was, however, an odd choice for going to the doctor's.
The doctor did not have an office at the Deska Motel. Carla parked the car and walked right up to room 117, knocked twice and walked in. That was all I needed to see, to confirm my suspicions. The desk clerk was young, and he was more than happy to give me the registration card, in exchange for a hundred dollar bill. I recognized the name, but couldn't put a face to it. Jefferson Gibbons was at a few of the functions Carla dragged me to. He had something to do with the school board or the school district. I couldn't remember which. Jefferson drove a BMW and he left it unlocked. It took me just a minute to get his registration out of the glove box. The car was registered to Jefferson and Darlene Gibbons. They lived at 321 David Drive in Lancaster. That rang a bell. I remembered he was on the Lancaster County School Board. It also appears that he was married.
That was pretty much the highlight of my day. I wandered around for several hours before heading home. Carla was there when I arrived and was as perky as ever. She wasn't wearing the red dress any more.
I didn't sleep at home that night. I slept in the truck behind the warehouse of the company I sub-contracted for. I was still sweaty from the late mowing but I didn't care. I needed coffee badly, and some eggs and toast went well with it. I tried to kill time before heading home. I wanted to make sure Carla was gone.
There wasn't much in the house that I was attached to. I grabbed all of my clothes and stuffed them in trash bags. I got a few papers that I felt I should have, my birth certificate, passport and other stuff like that. I made one quick phone call.
"Darlene Gibbons?"
"Yes."
"This is Bob Terrell. We met at a few school functions over the past few years."
"I can't say I remember. What is it that you want?"
"I just wanted to let you know that your husband, Jefferson, spent yesterday afternoon at the Deska Motel in Reading with my wife, Carla."
There was silence on the other end of the phone. I waited for a response, but none came.
"That's all I wanted to say Mrs. Gibbons. Sorry to have to bother you with this, but I couldn't let it pass. Good bye."
Ten minutes later I was on my way to Colorado to see my Uncle Jack. I didn't like leaving the boys, but they were pretty resilient, and Carla could provide better for them than I could. She made more money than I did and was a better parent, except for the infidelity part. I did not leave a note or anything. I am sure she would get the point when she saw that my clothes were gone.
The boys got out of school at 3 PM, so about ten after, I gave Jason a call. He had a cell phone that allowed incoming calls but could only call a few preset numbers out. It seemed to work fine for us.
"Jason. Hi, this is dad. Are you on you way home?"
"Yah. What's up?"
"I just wanted to give you a heads up. I moved out of the house today. I am on my way to Colorado to stay with Uncle Jack for a while. I felt I should let you and Josh know what is going on."
"What the hell are you talking about? Why would you move out?"
"Jason, the easiest and nicest way for me to answer that would be to tell you to ask your mother. As far as I am concerned that would be a cop out on my part. Your mother decided she wanted to trade up. I think she was looking for someone with a better job or position. I am not sure. In any event it turned out that I was not good enough for her anymore. I'm going to stay away for a while so she can figure out what she wants to do. I'll call you every so often, when I can. If I remember correctly, Uncle Jack doesn't get cell phone signals."
"Come on Dad, can't you guys work it out here? Isn't there counseling or something?"
"Not for me son. Look, your mother has a good job and she won't have any trouble taking care of you guys. I'll try and call you sometime this weekend. Oh, and don't tell your mother where I am or that I called you. Take care of Josh, and try and stay cool. Bye."
"Bye."
I was just entering the great state of Illinois.
Uncle Jack lived just north of Raton Pass. It was more like New Mexico than Colorado. I don't know what he did for a living or where he got his money, but he didn't seem to have any problems. He had been married years ago, but caught his wife cheating and kicked her out. When I explained my problem he was sympathetic and understanding. I was invited to stay as long as I liked. He welcomed the company. Jack had a lot of land but it didn't look like it was good for much. It was too rough to farm and too sparse to ranch. In addition to the main house, there were several barns and corrals. He had a lot of horses that I found out later, were all being boarded. Folks would come on the weekends and ride, usually just in the summer. The rest of the year was less than pleasant.
Sunday afternoon, we drove into Trinidad for supper and some essentials I forgot to bring. I was able to get a signal for the phone so I called Jason.
"Son, I just wanted to let you know I got here Okay. How are things at your end?"
"Not good, Dad. I explained everything to Josh and he is really pissed at Mom. He is not talking to her. Mom won't tell us what happened. She claims she doesn't know why you left. I tried a couple times to get her to say something, but she just clams up. Josh and I are leaving her alone as much as we can."
" It sounds like you are handling it pretty well. I am sorry for the mess. Do the best you can. I can't get a signal at the ranch but Jack does have a regular phone. I'll try and call from there. Is there anything I do to help you guys?"
"We'll be Okay, Dad."
Interesting thing about Jack's place: every building needed painting, badly. I don't know how long he had lived there, but I would bet there wasn't a paintbrush on the whole ranch. At least I felt there was something I could do to earn my keep. There was a co-op near by and I bought all the five-gallon cans of red oxide paint they had. Of course it went on Jack's account. There were still several months of good weather and I was hoping to get most of the out buildings done. The main house would have to wait till spring.
The next two weekends I couldn't get Jason on the cell. I was starting to worry.
Two more weeks passed and I had not heard from the boys. It was over a month now. I thought I had given Jacks landline number to Jason, but now I wasn't sure. It had been over a month with no contact when Jack called me to the house phone.
"Dad, It's Jason. Josh and I are in Santa Fe and we need to get picked up. Can you come and get us?"
"What the hell are you doing in Santa Fe? How did you get there?"
"I can't talk right now. I borrowed a cell phone from a guy here and promised to keep it short. We are in the Sky Blue terminal. How soon can you get here?"
"Couple of hours at least. Get something to eat. We are leaving right away."
Two hours later the boys were in the back of the king cab, and we were on the way back north. They had no luggage. Josh immediately fell asleep.
"I tried to call several times, Jason. What happened to your phone?"
"Mom found out that you were calling. She got mad, took the phone from me and smashed it with a rolling pin. I was going to call the number you gave me for the house but decided to wait. I don't know why. I guess I was hoping things would get better."
"Since you are here, I assume things didn't get better."
"About a month ago Mom started going out at nights. She wouldn't get home till after midnight and she was always drunk. Some days she didn't even get up and go to work. She didn't bother to call in or anything."
"Was she by herself? Yes, at first. One night about a week later she brought a guy home with her. They were both stewed to the gills. They went right to Mom's room and started making noise. You know what I mean, right?"
"I know what you mean. What else happened?"
"About an hour later, Josh and I went outside and left the air out of all of the guys tires. We went across the street to Mister Simpson's place, and he let us spend the night in his guest room. Mister Simpson and us watched the guy, when he came out the next morning. Boy was he pissed. It took over an hour for the AAA guy to get there and blow all the tires up. Mom was standing out on the porch with a bathrobe on for a while. We went straight to school. When we got home that afternoon, Mom didn't say anything about it, to us."
"Did this happen often?"
"Only one more time. The next night, she brought another guy home and we did the same thing, only we cut the valve stems this time. They had to tow him in. He was really mad. Mister Simpson was getting a big kick out of it. From then on, she never had another guy at the house."
"Well, that seemed to work out pretty good for you guys."
"She kept going out thought, and usually she didn't get back until the next morning. Sometimes she drove home and sometimes guys just dropped her off. I don't know where she left her car. Oh yeah, one really odd thing I almost forgot. She bought about five or six red dresses, and every time she went out, she wore one of the red dresses. At least Josh and I were able to sleep and eat at home. We got a lot of phone calls from the school and the school district, wanting to know where she was. She slept most of the time. A couple of days ago, they fired her, sort of, I guess. There was some sort of union restrictions against them doing it, but they were not letting her go to work anymore. I am really not sure what all happened."
"I'm sorry about all that. If I had any idea it was going to happen I never would have left you there. Now, how did you end up here?"
"Last night, about midnight, some guy brought her home and pushed her out of his car with his foot. She got up and staggered to the porch and collapsed. We didn't know if she was dead or what. Her dress was all torn and she looked like hell. That's when I decided we had to leave. I told Josh to call 911 and I took her VISA card out of her wallet. I went to the computer and booked two flights from Philly to Santa Fe and had them hold the tickets at the counter. I wasn't sure they would give the tickets to a couple of kids though. I almost got tickets to Denver, but changed my mind at the last minute."
"Looks like it worked out Okay."
"We had to fudge it a little."
"What do you mean?"
"The EMT showed up and one of the guys called the cops as soon as he looked at Mom. They asked if anyone else was at home. The cops got there as they were loading mom into the ambulance. It turned out to be a combination of alcohol and cocaine. I didn't know Mom used cocaine."
"Neither did I son."
"They asked a lot of questions, especially about the car that dropped her off, but we didn't know much. A short while later, a lady cop came over to us. She was from family services and asked where you were. I told her that you were in Colorado and that you sent us some tickets. With my best, sad face, I told her that we had no way to get to the airport and needed an adult with us to be able to board. She made a few phone calls and ended up actually taking us to the ticket counter. I guess it was an easy out for her and it worked out great for us."
After the boys got settled in, Jack and I sat up till midnight discussing the situation. I figured Carla would start divorce proceedings after I left, but it looked like I was wrong. Of course I never thought she would turn into a rabid slut either. I guess she was holding in a lot of unfulfilled desires and was relieved to get to express herself. I am not very good at figuring out why other people do things.
Jack didn't have a computer, so the next morning I had to use the heck out of his phone. I finally got a lawyer in Reading that was more than willing to start divorce papers for me. When I mentioned Carla's name, he indicated he was aware of her problem. I guess these guys keep up with things that go on at the police station. He said her activities over the past few weeks would be easy to document and make the divorce a lot simpler. I had to send the lawyer a money order for two thousand dollars. That tapped me out, but Uncle Jack promised to back me up financially if necessary. The lawyer thought he would try and hit Carla up for child support payments, since she made more than I did. Of course, since she was now out of a job, it would make things difficult.
I had to contact the boy's school, and had no trouble getting a sympathetic ear there. I guess everybody that worked in the school system was aware of my loving wife's escapades. They agreed to forward all school records with no problem, and even copies of their birth certificates. I told the boys they could take some time off till the papers arrived.
Things went fine the next few months. Carla signed the divorce papers, but with no child support. She had lost her teaching certificate and was forced to find some other type of work. I don't know what she ended up with, but I am sure it was not as prestigious as her teaching position. All I had to do now was wait three more months. Jason and Josh were both doing well at the new school. They had a nice hike to the bus stop every morning. Jack and I refused to drive them. We told them it was a character building exercise.
Into each life, some sunshine must fall. I think I butchered that saying up a little. What I mean to say, is that eventually something good will happen to all of us. Mine happened during the last week of May. Jack had me deliver two horses to a guy in Cloudcroft, about five hours away. I left real early, hoping to get back the same day. That part of my plan didn't work out too well. I had no trouble dropping off my cargo. I never did like towing an empty trailer, but it had to be done. I was about ten minutes out of Alamogordo when I hit a roadblock. A truck full of illegals had overturned and there were all sorts of law enforcement and border patrol people combing the area. They were stopping and inspecting all the vehicles, especially trailers and trucks. I never did find out what happened, but by the time I got past the inspection I had to piss like a mule.
About a mile up the road, I pulled over by a billboard and finally got relief. Big trouble was, I had an audience. I went back to the truck and returned with two bottles of water from the cooler. The older of the two girls grabbed them both, and handed one to a young girl, about four years old. The older one was in her late twenties. They were dirty, tired, thirsty and hungry. I could tell they were scared, so I said nothing. The older one had long dark hair with heavy eyebrows, Her eyes were dark and her complexion was golden. The little one was a carbon copy, except in a smaller size. I turned back toward the truck and waved at them to follow. I realized this was illegal but I just didn't give a shit. There was a slight hesitation, but they cautiously worked their way to the passenger's door. The older of the two never took her eyes off of me.
We drove for about an hour until I needed gas. Before filling up the tank, I pointed to the bathroom at the side of the station. They were in and out of the ladies room, before I got the tank full. When I paid the bill, I grabbed a couple of pre-made sandwiches and two cokes. I was right. They were as hungry as they were thirsty.
There was a Wal-Mart super store in Las Vegas, that's in New Mexico. I decided to stop there, before getting on the interstate to the pass. My two guests stayed close, as I walked up to the greeter. A few minutes later, I had a shopping helper, an older lady who spoke Mexican. I guess it would be proper to say she spoke Spanish, but as I understand it, there is a difference. I quickly explained what I wanted and we headed right for the children's department. In fifteen minutes we had a nice collection of underwear, pants, shirts and socks for the youngest one. The older girl, or should I say woman, took a little more time. I tried to stay back with the young one, as they picked out some panties, bras and casual clothes for her. Next we went by the shoe department and got some comfortable sneakers for both of them. The last stop was in the health and beauty department where we picked up some toothbrushes, combs, and some feminine products. She seemed embarrassed by the last item, but still accepted them. I thanked the Wal-Mart lady who helped with the shopping. She smiled and gave me a hug. I don't think that is standard procedure. The bill was still under two hundred dollars, so I was happy.



I decided to stop for the night. It was a busy day and I felt the ladies could use a warm shower and a soft bed. I got a room with two beds. We put all their new clothing on the bed and I pointed to the shower before leaving. I called Jack, and he told me to take my time getting back. I didn't tell him about my passengers. He would find out in the morning. I don't know if he wanted a cook and a housekeeper, but he was going to get one anyhow. I had to chuckle to myself.
After about an hour I figured it was time to go back. I picked up a complete KFC meal for three. They were both clean and shiny when I returned to the room.
"My name is Bob." The smile I received for that small comment was worth all the money I gave Sam Walton.
"Myra." She said as she pointed to herself. She smiled again and pointed to the little girl, "Pitina." She pointed to me and said, "Bob."
Geeze, it was like a comic version of an old Tarzan movie. I couldn't keep from laughing and in a second, all three of us were doing it. The chicken and side dishes disappeared in a hurry. By this time, I was as hungry as they were. Naturally, we didn't have much to talk about. After we cleaned up from the meal, I pointed to one of the beds and laid down in the other one. I wanted to shower, but decided not to. I slept on top of the bed spread with my clothes on. Myra seemed to feel comfortable with that. She and Pitina both slept in their new clothing.
I was afraid to try going into a restaurant, so breakfast the next day was a couple of McMuffins from the dive through. We were back at the ranch before noon.
Well, Jack thought the whole thing was a hoot. The ranch house had plenty of rooms, so there was no problem getting Myra and Pitina settled in. Jack spoke a little Spanish and quickly found out that Pitina was Myra's daughter, and that her husband was dead. She was trying to reach her brother, who was working as a bricklayer in Alabama. When the truck turned over, most of the people stayed there. Myra decided it was better to try and walk away from the accident. I guess that turned out to be a good decision on her part.
Jack made lunch for us all and told Myra that she would have to cook the meals from now on. She seemed to like that, and so did I. Jack wasn't a very good cook. When the boys got home from school they seemed to be pleased to see Myra. They were really happy after the supper she made for us. I didn't know what a lot of the stuff was, but it tasted good. She gave Jack a list of groceries she needed to stock the kitchen. It was in Spanish, but that would be no problem in Trinidad. Looks like I would have to learn some Spanish while I was teaching her English. I could teach her words, but her grammar would be as bad as mine.
Myra quickly settled into a routine. She was washing, cleaning, cooking, and keeping the household running. Jack was relieved not to have to do it. She was also picking up English at a nice pace. I now know now, where the expression "Spanglish" comes from. Using a little bit of both, she was getting pretty good at expressing herself. Since Pitina was spending a lot of time with the boys and the TV, she was learning at a much faster rate than her mother. Sometimes, she would have to explain things to Myra. Her mother actually thought it was convenient. Next year, Pitina would have to start school, so we were glad to see her doing so well.
My divorce from Carla was finally completed. A couple days later, she sent a few boxes by UPS, with the boy's clothing and other items, including their original birth certificates. Nothing of mine was in the boxes. There was no note, letter or anything else of that nature. I was interested in what she was doing, but not enough to make any inquiries. Myra asked Jack why I was so happy. He told her in Spanish, and she left the room with a big smile on her face. I think that was a good sign.
Since Myra had an address and cell phone number for her brother, she was able to call him. He was sorry he didn't get to see her, but glad that she was all right. Making the call seemed to tie up some loose ends that she had.
The boys were getting to be experts with the horses. After everything was painted, we spent a lot of time just fixing up the place. We did things that Jack could never get around to doing. Instead of being just a ratty old cowboy ranch, it was getting to be more of a resort ranch. Several of the people who kept their horses with Jack were asking if they could stay at the ranch rather than at a motel downtown. We had plenty of extra rooms and Myra thought it was a good idea if she could get a cut of the action. She said that with a little giggle, but Jack actually thought it was a good idea. It would include supper and breakfast with the ranch hands, as well as a room. Jack had to get a license and put in fire monitors, but a month later Myra had her own B & B.
A few weeks after that, there was a small write-up in the Santa Fe newspaper about the ranch, and before you know it, the Lazy J was a booming tourist attraction. Jack had to buy some horses, so the tourists had something to ride. He also had to get a computer, which the boys had set up in no time. Thank god for Direct TV satellite computer service.
Things slowed down quite a bit over the winter. Jack had an addition put on the side of the house with four more rooms. Myra got a new Viking stove and Jason got his learner's permit. I spent a lot of time painting, sanding, staining and just working. I was glad that Jack and the boys did most of the work with the horses. During the evenings, the boys worked on the web site for the ranch. Josh was taking reservations for next spring already, as well as teaching Pitina how to read. We had to set up accounts with all the credit card companies. We were so busy during the slow season that we started to get worried about the coming year.
Whenever she could, Myra would sit with me. We wouldn't talk much but it was always nice having her around. She made sure I always had coffee or whatever I was drinking at the time. We were getting better at communicating, but I was a slow learner and also a little slow socially. Jason tried several times to prod me into being friendlier with Myra but I couldn't pull it off.
It was just before Christmas when she got me off the fence.
"Bob, I think it is time that Pitina has her own bed and her own room. Don't you agree?"
"I think so. Yes. That is a good idea. We should have done that sooner."
"Good. I am glad you see it that way. I am going to move my things into your room today, but I need a dresser. Can you move the second dresser from Pitina's room into your room for me? It is too heavy for me to move."
"Sure. I can move it for you. Myra, I am not trying to be difficult, but there is only one bed in my room."
"That's Okay. Don't worry I don't take up much space."
I was amazed how well her English had come along. I wondered if any part of that conversation had been pre-planned. I suspected my friendly host or my devious sons. Regardless, she made her point, and I was flattered. I had been very careful not do anything that would offend her. There was no way I wanted her to believe that I would take advantage of her or her situation. I guess she figured that out on her own.
I would love to impress you with the wonderful way I romanced Myra and convinced her to be mine, but I can't. I think I fell in love with her the first day I saw her, but could not bring myself to admit it, to her or to myself. It was a relief to find out she felt the same way, and had the courage to do what I couldn't. We were married Christmas Day. It was just the family and a few friends from the area.
The next year was great for the Lazy J. We were booked solid and actually had to turn people away. Myra hired a young girl to help in the kitchen and Jason was taking an interest in her. I guess that is a good sign. Sadly, Jack passed away at the end of the summer. He left everything to Myra and me, not only the ranch, but over a million dollars worth of mineral rights. The boys were doing great and Pitina was growing like a weed. Life was good.
Epilogue: It was cold and wet as Carla left the Palmer Candy Factory. She worked the midnight to eight shift, putting candy eyes on chocolate Easter bunnies. She had a tote bag in one hand and her pay envelope in the other, as she ducked into the local diner for breakfast. For the hundredth time she pulled the well-worn copy of People Magazine from her bag, and it automatically opened to page 48. She stirred the cream in her coffee as she looked at the picture of her youngest son, Josh, helping Julia Roberts get on a Palomino horse. On the next page, the Lazy J ranch owner Bob Terrell and his wife Myra was standing on the porch of their beautiful ranch house with Cameron Diaz. Before she was done with her meal, she would have read the entire article, as she did every week. After putting away the magazine, she checked her pay envelope to make sure she had enough. In twenty minutes the thrift stores would open. Maybe this would be a lucky week. Although Carla had sixteen red dresses, she always needed another one. You can never have enough red dresses.
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My name is Jolene Brenner, Jojo to my friends, and I am on a quest. I am looking for the perfect mate but my approach is anything but typical. I have figured out that the standard method used by almost all women just doesn't work. The most important factor to be considered in a relationship is good sex. I feel that most women compromised in this area and marry a guy even though the sex isn't that great and figured it will get better as the marriage progresses. This does not make sense to me. My approach is to find a guy that can provide me with great sex first and then the marriage will be strong from the start. I have also discovered another problem, that to me, size matters.
In order to carry on my quest I usually go out several times a week and seek qualified candidates. This requires me to have sex and lots of it. Most guys didn't come close to my size requirement. I have had been on my search for almost four years and had never in that time been with the same man twice. It is difficult trying to weed out the less qualified guys up front and I find myself having to travel farther and farther to find fresh meat. I am beginning to think it is all in vain.
I keep myself in good shape, working out several times a week. I am well groomed, look good and am proud of it. My amber hair and dark eyes give me an exotic glow. I have small but firm breasts and rounded hips, not skinny but not chunky. I have a good job at Gilbert Pneumatics filling out pick lists for custom air processing equipment.
The girls who work with me enjoy pumping me for all the juicy details about my dates or interviews, as they called them. Shirley, who works in the personnel office, always gives me the heads up on new hires in the company so I can check them out. This week there was a new draftsman in the second floor design office. This was also the start of a new chapter in my search for the perfect man.
After lunch I wandered up stairs and scanned the work area looking for a new face. The new hire was over in the corner along the back wall. He was fairly large but not heavy set, wore glasses and had a full head of hair. Although he was not particularly handsome he definitely was not ugly.
With confidence and a little swagger I walked up to his desk. "HI, my names Jolene and I work downstairs in engineering. I wanted to welcome you to the company and was wondering if you would like to go out for supper Friday night."
That was direct and to the point. It almost always worked.
I smiled knowing a positive reply was sure to follow.
"Sorry, I appreciate the offer but I really am not interested."
I was taken back a little by the unexpected response. I was at a loss for words and felt a tad uncomfortable. This guy wasn't that great. It wasn't like he had his choice of girls and I had made it very easy for him.
"We don't have to go to eat, we can do something else if you would like."
"Thanks anyhow, but seriously I would rather not go out at this time."
"Is there something wrong with me or are you gay?"
"Neither. It is just that I am new to the area and the company and I would like to get more familiar with the situation before I start socializing."
"I am sorry if I was rushing you into something. I assure you I was not trying to get you to commit to anything. It was just a simple date I was suggesting. I'll wait a couple days for you to get settled in and maybe we can discuss it then. OK?"
Greg Stevens leaned back in his drafting chair and sort of rocked back and forth a little. He looked down and then glanced up and replied, "OK, come see me Friday morning and I'll let you know what I decide. I can't promise anything but I will consider it."
I turned and as I walked away said, "Thanks, I'll see you Friday morning."
I spent the rest of the day stewing about this little insignificant conversation. I was a little miffed at his attitude. I was a player and didn't like being played by somebody else, especially a big, nerdy draftsman. I would have to wait and play it by ear.
Friday came and I was ready. I had played this moment over and over in my head to make sure I would get it right. Before I could do anything I found a small folded piece of paper on my desk. It was carefully printed in draftsman style lettering. "I'll pick you up at your place at 7PM. Wear jeans and comfortable shoes. I know the address. Greg." This was supposed to be my play and the SOB took the lead away from me again. The end result was what I wanted but I was planning on getting to that point on my actions not his. He was making me feel a little uncomfortable and I didn't like it. I had not expected the air of confidence that he reeked of.
Tonight would be a good time to get him straightened out.
It was 7PM and I was ready with jeans, sneaks and a cotton blouse. I dropped two condoms in my bag just as the bell rang, in case he earned a second chance at qualifying. He was driving a jeep, no top, floor mats, or radio. Sheepskins were thrown over the seats to sit on. The evening was off to a great start. Conversation during the drive was not possible because of the wind and traffic noise. It was just a short drive to Dreamland Barbecue, a rustic place with great food and good size portions. It appears we were going to have a functional evening and not a romantic one, which was OK with me.
Dreamland didn't really have a menu. You had a choice of ribs, pork sandwich or beef sandwich. That was it. They only had three side dishes: beans, coleslaw or fries. I really didn't have a preference so I told him to order for both of us. He ordered a whole slab of ribs to start and two Foster longnecks. I took advantage of the short lull to probe him a little.
"Why did you decide to go?"
He smiled a little and replied, "Does it matter."
"Your damn right it does."
"I talked to some of the guys in the department and they all recommend that I should go. They said I would have a good time and I would enjoy myself."
"Bullshit, lets not start the night off like this. I am going to be open and candid with you this evening, and I would appreciate if you were the same with me. You can't hurt my feelings and if you are not going to be straightforward and honest with me it's just going to piss me off."
The Fosters came and he took a big swig out of the bottle and sort of smiled, just a little.
"OK, I was trying to be tactful but that's not going to work with you so if I hurt your feelings, tough. The guys all said you were an easy lay and a sure thing. It appears you screwed every male in the building that wasn't gay and I was obligated to take my turn. They assured me that it would only be one time and done, so I agreed to it. "
"That's better, I appreciate the honesty. Its best that we both know why we are here and I am glad that you understand the ground rules. It's a one time deal so don't expect any encores. Everybody knows that I am a slut so don't feel bad about insulting me. I have no expectations other than tonight so you can relax and enjoy yourself."
The girl put a big plate of ribs between us and Greg ordered two more longnecks. I ask her to bring a bottle of Tabasco back with her and he smiled a little, again. Why is this guy always smiling? We sat there for almost an hour chewing and sucking bones. I was actually having fun. The conversation was light, trivial and comfortable. I was getting to like the Fosters. Finally we were both stuffed. I didn't like having sex when I was full from eating and hoped he had something else planned till I felt less bloated.
Greg drove the jeep to the UAH campus and parked in the library lot. It was dark and the campus was pretty deserted. I was starting to feel that this guy was getting a little kinky. We got out of the jeep. He got a flashlight and handed me one also. I was fascinated as I watched him take out a small electronic gadget about the size of a cell phone. We sat on the back bumper of the jeep.
"This is a handheld GPS unit. It has the coordinates of a specific location here on the campus that we are going to. From there we will follow some reflectors that can only be seen at night to a hidden cache. When we find the cache we will sign the log inside it to prove we found it and then we will take an object out of the cache and replace it with a new one. Any questions?"
I told him I had no questions and for the next hour we wandered about in the dark, bumping into things and giggling all the time like a couple of kids. I was having fun again and we didn't even have sex yet. We found the cache, which was a small ammo can, and he signed the log. He put in one of the gold colored dollar coins and told me to take out what I wanted. I took out a little red sports car. The evening was turning out to be better than I expected. It could have ended right there and I would have been happy but we still had the main event to get out of the way.
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Things were going a lot better than JOJO had expected. She had not been on too many regular type dates recently. Mostly it was just a quick meal or drink and then into bed. She actually found herself enjoying the evening and was now getting a little anxious about the next step. That was unusual. She always knew exactly what was going to happen but things were not going as they normally do. It was time.
"My place or yours? " she asked.
"Yours would be best."
The drive back to her apartment was quiet. She didn't know why, but she was at a loss for words. That never happened before. She felt like a high school girl out on a date. She's been with over 500 men the past few years and never felt this way. She fumbled with her keys and felt a little self-conscious. He was doing it again. She couldn't explain it. She always had control except with him. There was nothing special about him. She felt herself breathing heavily. They haven't even started yet and she was getting excited. She sat down a moment to catch her breath.
He leaned over are looked in her eyes. "Are you feeling all right?"
"Yes. Fine. Just felt a little woozy. I guess it was too much beer."
"That was almost two hours ago. If you don't feel well I'll go home. We can do this again some other time."
"No. Actually I feel fine. I think for some reason I'm just a little anxious. Everything will be fine, really."
"That's OK, I'll be gentle."
Well that was enough to break her out of it. She laughed and said" Don't flatter yourself. You'll be begging for mercy before the night is done."
He insisted on undressing her. JOJO saw no reason why she shouldn't let him have his fun but she didn't feel she needed this kind of foreplay. It took him forever to get her clothing off, or so it seemed. By the time she was naked she found herself breathing heavily again. Nothing really had happened but she was reacting as if it did. It was not normal. Somehow in the process of removing her clothes he had also removed his own. She didn't remember how. That's when she got the shock of her life.
His member was enormous. Not just large but extra large and it was beautiful. She stared at it for the longest time and then looked into his eyes. She was afraid he would see a hint of fear on her face. Actually it wasn't fear it was simply anticipation. It was still not fully hard but she couldn't control herself. She had to touch it, to stroke it, to feel it throb in her hands. As she reached for it she suddenly felt obligated to ask his permission. That was stupid. You never had to ask a man if it was all right to touch his cock but in this case it just seemed appropriate. Things were not going normally. She didn't ask permission, she just took it in her hands and marveled at its feel. It grew in her hands as she stroked it. It was fearsome and marvelous at the same time.
She was ready. He laid her back on the bed and started to touch her body all over with his fingertips. She didn't need this. She didn't want this. It was time to start what they came here for. He replaced his fingertips with his lips and started kissing at all the odd little erogenous places. She was exasperated by his persistence. The kisses changed to nibbles. The nibbles were combined with little flicks of his tongue. The man was crazy. It was time to stop this but she couldn't. It wasn't that she didn't like what he was doing but it was annoying her to no end.
He seemed to continue forever. She became aware of her body. Her toes were curling uncontrollably. Her knees were slowly opening and closing at a slow steady tempo. She was grinding her butt into the mattress. She was breathing funny. Sweat covered her body. At last he paused.
JOJO reached over and grabbed a condom. She ripped open the pack and slid it over the head of his swelled cock. The side of the condom tore from the base to the tip. She grabbed another one off the nightstand and tried again. This time the ring itself broke. She sighed loudly in angry frustration. Greg reached over and took a condom package out of his jacket. She ripped it open. It was larger than any she had ever seen. Thank goodness it was lubricated.
As she lowered herself down on his shaft. There was some discomfort but no real pain. It was totally different from anything she had experienced before. JOJO was forced to go a lot slower than she wanted to but she just could not rush it. She reached a comfortable level and she paused, and rested. He wasn't moving. He did not try in any way to rush her or force her. He allowed her, at last, to have control. This is what she wanted. She felt relieved to finally have it.
She started to slowly move. Up and down, while she gyrated her hips. Her breathing changed to slow, short pants. He body started to quiver and suddenly she found herself shaking violently as she had her first orgasm. It seemed to go on for minutes and the intensity of it was unbelievable. Again she rested but just for a moment. She had no control over her lust. She found herself grinding down on his erection trying to take it all. There was no pain. It just didn't want to fit in. She kept trying but only succeeded in bringing herself to another crashing climax. She sat on top of him. Her hands were on each side of his shoulders as she sweated and panted. She looked into his face. Damn, he looked good right now. They both smiled.
Greg knew JOJO was spent. He lifted her off him and they rolled over. She brought her knees up to her shoulders, anticipating his next move. He was very tender as he entered her from above. As he moved she tried to get in time with him. In a few minutes they had a good rhythm going. She couldn't tell if he was all the way in or not. It didn't matter because he was far enough in to accomplish what she wanted him to. The first uncontrollable wave hit her. She knew she was digging her fingernails into his back. She didn't care at that point. Her body shuttered and she tasted blood in her mouth. She had bitten him on the shoulder hard enough to break the skin. She wasn't into rough sex but she couldn't control herself. Her legs wrapped around his waist and she wrapped her arms around his body as another climax hit her. It was an awkward position but she wanted to be as close to him as she could, she wanted to be one with him. The last thing she felt was her whole body shaking as she arched her back up to him.
A warm cloth, with some sort of perfume on it, was wiping her forehead. It was soft and soothing. She slowing opened her eyes trying to adjust to this sudden change in her surroundings.
Greg was leaning over her smiling. Damn, why did this guy smile so much?
" What happen?" JOJO asked.
"You hyperventilated."
"What?"
"Your breathing was short and shallow. You were panting rapidly and your brain didn't get enough oxygen, so you sort of passed out."
"Damn. That's embarrassing. Its not serious is it?"
"No. You are OK now. You just had to calm down a bit."
Greg was dressed. I had a long sleeping T-shirt on. He offered me a sip of cold water that tasted good. I felt extremely tired, not sore, just tired. For some reason I was contented and satisfied. I was even glad he was there with me.
"I'm going to go. You need to get some sleep. If you need me, call. I left my number by the phone."
We both smiled. It must be addictive. I slept till way after lunchtime. After taking a shower and washing my hair I glanced in the bathroom wastebasket. The used condom did not having anything in it. He didn't finish. The guy takes me on a date to have sex and I wasn't good enough for him to complete the act. I felt like shit. I was a big tease, a disappointment. I seduced a guy to give him the ride of his life and I fell asleep on him before he could finish.
I have to make things right.
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Bright and early Monday JOJO was in front of Greg's drafting table. She was trying to be confident but not pushy.
"Can we have lunch together today?"
He smiled again. Damn he smiled a lot. "OK but its not a date."
She got a table in the corner of the break room. All she had was a small salad. He was there a few minutes later.
"I want to apologize for Friday night. I was not good company and I can only guess that I had too much to drink. As far as I am concerned the date was not completed as I had agreed to, so I feel I owe you another one."
"It was a good date. You don't owe me anything. Lets leave it at that."
"No, I can't do that. I have my pride, damn it. I had agreed to something and I didn't keep my end of the bargain. I have to make it up to you to balance the scales."
"I don't know what you are talking about. We had a good time. I have no complaints. It's over."
"No it isn't. Greg I know you never finished. I found the condom. You never came at all. That means I passed out on you before you finished and you stopped."
"Well of course, I am not into necrophilism."
"You have to give me a chance to make it right."
"We had an agreement, one date, and no encores." He said.
The table went quiet for a few moments. Neither one of them spoke. Finally JOJO leaned over and said, " Give me something, a compromise of some sort. They must be something we can do?"
Greg finished a bowl of soup. "I'll agree to another date with restrictions that I impose. First there will be no sex. Second we will not talk about the sex we had Friday night. If everything goes OK we can think about some more dates later, but I make no promises."
She didn't like it but she agreed to it. Wednesday night he picked her up and they went for sushi. They had a good time. For some reason, she found him very easy to talk to. There was seldom a lull in the conversation. The night went too fast. It was over too soon. He gave her a small kiss on the check when he dropped her off at the house.
Friday night it was Italian. They both drank too much wine and got a little giggly but still had a very enjoyable time. He gave her a gentle kiss on the lips but not too aggressive. She was enjoying these sexless dates far more than she had anticipated. Sunday they spent the entire day hiking through the mountains east of town looking for geo caches again. They had burgers for lunch and pizza for supper. She got another light kiss, which she now savored.
The next two weeks were full of bowling, line dancing, fancy and fun restaurants. Every minute she was with him was cherished. They never mentioned the sex. She had achieved her quest but it was not exactly what she had hoped for. She found the man she wanted to be with but now she didn't know how to hook him. He was playing her and she loved it but wanted more. She wanted the commitment. She wanted the sex but most of all she just wanted to be with him.
It was very obvious that she had to do something to break the cycle and move ahead. She talked to Shirley in personnel and got a copy of Greg's work application. There was lots of information she could look into. The biggest thing she found was a gap of five years between when he graduated from high school and started work at Gilbert. JOJO took a sick day and went to his old high school.



The ladies at the school administration office were friendly enough. She asked if there were any school yearbooks she could look at and they directed her to the library. After flipping through a few books she found the one she was looking for. The senior picture looked like him, but a little younger and a little nerdy. He was active in a few clubs but nothing in athletics. He was in a college preparatory program and it appeared that he was mostly into engineering and science stuff. His middle name was Aaron. JOJO made a copy of the page. There wasn't any other information she could use in the book. She thanked the ladies back in the office and ask if any of them might have remembered him. One of them said she remembered he had a brother and then told her to go down the hall to the student guidance office.
The girl in the guidance office was bubbly and very easy to talk to. It was as if she was looking for someone to have a conversation with, about anything.
"Yes. I remember Greg. He was a top student, never in any trouble and kept a low profile. He did everything he could not to draw any attention to himself. Greg was offered more scholarships that any other student the year he graduated, but he didn't need them. He finally went to MIT and as I understand got a double degree in Electrical Engineering and Petroleum Engineering. I am not sure what he is doing now but I am sure that anything he attempts he will excel at."
"I'm sorry. Must be a different guy. The Greg Stevens I meant is a draftsman over at Gilbert Pneumatics."
"Let me see that picture. Yes, no doubt, that is the Greg Stevens that I am talking about. If he is the same one you are working with, we have a match."
"Why is a man with two engineering degrees from MIT working as a draftsman? What did you mean when you said he didn't need the scholarships he was offered? Hell, why is he working at Gilbert at all?"
"Greg comes from a very secretive family. They are extremely wealthy, I mean very, very rich. He didn't need the scholarships because he could afford to pay the tuition at any school he wanted to go to. I am not sure, but I think his father owns Gilbert Pneumatics."
"Something is screwed up here. I am sorry if I seem a little confused." JOJO sat and looked at her feet not knowing what to do.
"You might want to go over to the house and talk to his mother or someone. Maybe they can help you piece things together." She wrote down an address and handed it to JOJO. "It might be difficult to get in to see anyone, but it is probably the only way you will get the answers you are looking for."
As JOJO left the school her mind was racing. Why was he not being honest with her? Why the deception? It was getting to be far more complicated than she wanted it to be. OK, a little mystery was fine but this was a major effort at misleading her. She was getting a little pissed off as she drove. What to do? What to do? Finally she took the piece of paper out of her pocket, looked at the address and turned the car around. It was time to confront somebody and she knew she could face Greg until she had more information.
JOJO drove passed the house three times before she was sure it was what she was looking for. It wasn't really a house it was more like a compound. A large wall surrounded the house. There was a security man sitting in a guard shack at the entrance. She decided to give it at shot. The driveway at the entrance was narrow, too narrow to easily turn around if she had to. As she pulled up to the guard shack a tall scary man came out.
"Name and purpose of your visit please." He barked.
The direct approach set her back a little. "Jolene Brenner to see Mrs. Stevens please." She figured it was worth a try. The guard went into the small building and spoke into an intercom. JOJO was having second thoughts. She decided it was a bad idea. Leaning out the window She said, "That's OK, I changed my mind. I don't need to see Mrs. Stevens."
It was too late. As the gate started to open the guard came back to the car. He leaned into the window and said "Mrs. Stevens has been expecting you. Go right up to the house and someone will meet you and take you to her."
As she drove through the gate, JOJO started to tremble a little. What the hell had she gotten into? Why was Greg's mother expecting her? She felt a tinge of fear.
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It seemed like forever till JOJO arrived at the house although it was less than a minute. What did he mean? She was expected! No one had any idea she would be coming here. Who was she going to see? Greg never even mentioned his mother or anyone else in the family. This was a big mistake.
The maid who met JOJO at the front door was of some ethic background that JOJO could not identify. It wasn't important, just something she noticed. The house was like something out of a movie set. It didn't seem real because it was too grand and ostentatious. They walked across the marble floors to a flagstone patio at the back of the house. A lady, whom JOJO assumed to be Mrs. Stevens, was seated at a glass toped table with a bottle of beer. The beer seemed out of place but somehow natural. She was well groomed and dignified but had a hard edge. JOJO sensed character and strength and felt awe in her presence. She motioned for JOJO to sit and told the maid to bring them both a new beer. Of course it was a Foster's.
"Jolene, I am so glad to finally meet you. Greg has told us so much about you but he wasn't sure you were ready to meet the family yet. I am glad you decided to make the decision for him. I am guessing that there are many things that my son has not told you and that you have a million questions."
"I'm sorry. I am at a loss for words right now. Please excuse me if I am not very articulate. It has been a very confusing day for me and I don't have my wits about me enough to even ask any intelligent questions." JOJO drank her beer faster than she wanted to due to being nervous. Mrs. Stevens motioned for the girl to get her another beer. There was a short pause when neither of them spoke.
" Why don't I give you a little back ground to loosen things up and then maybe you will have a better idea what you would like to know. Greg and his brother Jeff are my sons. They both live here with my husband and myself. Jeff's wife, Yolanda, and their two children also live here. We have a full live in staff to take care of all our needs. We are very comfortable and life is very pleasant. We were hoping that Greg could find an acceptable girl to settle down with and you are the closest and in fact the only one that he has ever shown an interest in. His father was afraid he might be gay, only because he wants more grandchildren."
JOJO was feeling a little more relax but not completely. A lot of things were becoming clearer but more questions were popping up then were being answered.
"Any questions at this point Jolene?"
"No, but I am still a little confused."
"Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?"
JOJO shook her head no while sipped some of the Australian beer.
"Did you and Greg have sex?"
She choked on the sip of beer she was drinking and started to cough. She was not expecting that inquiry from this lady. After regaining her composure she sheepishly ask, "Is that important?"
"It most certainly is dear. In any other family probably not, but with our family it is very important."
"We had sex only one time."
"Why only one time?"
"That was Greg's choice. I wanted to do it again but he said no. He agreed to go out with me after the first date on the condition that we would not have sex. I agreed to his terms only because I wanted to see him again but I did want to sleep with him again."
"How was the sex?"
"That's a little personal isn't it? I mean I don't want to kiss and tell especially with his mother. Do you really need to know this?"
"Humor me."
"It didn't end well. Everything was going fine for a while and then I passed out."
"Why? Pain? Discomfort? What made you pass out?"
"No, I was breathing too fast and I hyperventilated. One moment I was in ecstasy and the next thing I remember he is wiping my forehead with a damp cloth. It was very embarrassing. I tried to get him to agree to do it again but he refused. We never even finished the first time we tried."
"Do you have any idea what caused it?"
"I have never had sex like that before. I just got carried away with it. I should have paced my self or something. I know I can do better for him if I had the chance but he is holding me off."
"Greg and his brother have a generic trait that they got from their father. All three of them have extremely large penises. It is difficult for most women to have comfortable sex with this type of men. Jeff was extremely lucky to find his wife, Yolanda. It appears you and her have a lot in common. I would like you to meet her."
Mrs. Stevens left the table and went into the house leaving JOJO alone on the patio. She looked around at the gardens and the house itself and was amazed. This was like a magazine article or a movie picture. It wasn't real. After a few moments a shapely, dark haired girl came out with two small children, a girl about four and a boy about two.
"Hi, I am Yolanda, Jeff's wife. Mrs. Stevens said I might be able to answer some questions for you. I assume you are as lost as I was when I came here. I can tell you this right away, everything is far better than you might imagine. This is my daughter, Mia, and my son Jorge. Anything in particular that you want to know?"
"I'm sorry. I am at a complete loss. This is not anywhere near what I was expecting and I don't know what I want to know. Why don't you just tell me how you got here and maybe I can think of some better questions in the meantime."
"I met Jeff about five years ago in East LA. Jeff was out there on some type of business trip. One night he was going to his car when he saw a bunch of guys beating up a Latino in an alley. Jeff didn't like the odds and jumped into the fray with great vigor. In a few moments the five guys doing the attacking decided to leave. Jeff was left in the alley with Hector a good friend of mine. Both of them were bloody and in bad shape but they had prevailed, In fact they beat the crap out of the other guys. Jeff carried Hector to his car and they both went to the emergency room to get stitched up. What Jeff didn't know was that Hector was the number one man in the Gatos, an East LA gang. I was a Gatos gang girl.
To get into the gang I had to pull a train. My first night I took on twelve guys. When they were done, I was asking if there were any more. To thank Jeff for what he had done, Hector gave me to him for a week. Jeff of course refused. Hector told me I had to do it anyhow, so for two days I just sat outside his motel room. Finally he took me to get something to eat and we got to talk. Any questions so far?"
"No, I think I got it so far."
"I finally convinced Jeff that he might as well let me into his room because I wasn't going any where for at least a week. That night we made love. It was the first time for me. I had a lot of sex but I never made love before. I couldn't believe it. I had never realized that being with a man could be so exciting. I felt like I was one with him. I know that sounds corny but I don't know how else to explain it. After a few days of being with him I never wanted to leave him. Not only was he strong and smart, but he also had the biggest dick I ever saw. I don't think that was what made him a great lover though. I think it was his tenderness and caring and the way he put my feelings first. I fell in love with him then and have been ever since."
"How did you end up here?"
"At the end of the week I told Jeff I had to go back to Hector, to the gang. Jeff didn't like that at all. He sat down with Hector and they talked for about an hour or so. The final result was that Jeff arranged a trade. Hector got a 1969 GTO and Jeff got me. Jeff said it was the best deal he ever made."
"You have been here ever since?"
"And loving every minute of it. We have everything here. Greg and Jeff are each worth about four hundred million dollars so there is nothing that we can't have if we want it."
"Did you say four million dollars?"
"No I said four hundred million. Big difference girl."
"These guys can get any girl in the world with that kind of money."
"That's the problem. If the girls know they have the money they all pull con jobs on them to get them to marry or even propose and then hit them up hard for settlements. Their mother, bless her soul, makes them find girls who don't know about the money. If they can get a good one who will accept them for themselves they got a keeper. I guess Greg seems to think you are keeper material."
"Did you know about the money when you married Jeff?"
"Nope. We drove to Las Vegas and got married and I had no idea about the money till I came here and met his mom. Sort of a nice wedding present."
We were walking around the yard while we talked. The children were running and having a great time. We chatted for about twenty more minutes and Mrs. Stevens came back out.
"Are you feeling a little bit more comfortable Jolene?"
"Yes and no."
Yolanda excused herself and went back up to the house. JOJO liked her a lot and wanted to spend more time with her.
Mrs. Stevens sat down on a bench and motioned JOJO to sit with her. "What exactly do you find uncomfortable about the arrangement here?"
"The truth is I don't feel like I belong. I feel like I am out of my element or that I am here by mistake. Greg could do so much better than me and he deserves the best."
"Why do you feel that way?"
"Mrs. Stevens, I don't like to say this but I am not a very wholesome women. I have a very bad reputation and it is well deserved. Basically I am a slut in the worst way. Until I met Greg I was sleeping with two and three guys every week and never the same guy twice. Greg to me was just going to be another notch in my belt. I don't know why he affected me the way he did but it too late now. I can't erase my past. I can't undo what I did and I can't cover it up just to look good for him."
"Did he ask you to?"
"No, he is too much of a gentleman."
Mrs. Stevens smiled and took JOJO hand. "Let me tell you about my background. When I met Mr. Stevens I was working in New Orleans as a hooker, not a prostitute, not a call girl. I was a street whore. I was doing three to five guys a night. That's more men in one night than you did in a week. And I was doing it for money. I hit on Mr. Stevens and he took me to supper. Nobody takes a whore to supper, let alone to a fancy restaurant. It was the best meal I ever had. I figured he was a little kinky and was setting me up for something but it never happened. We went to the nicest room in the swankiest hotel in the city and did nothing. He agreed to pay me for the full night but did not ask me for any sex. We took a shower together and of course that was when I discovered his affliction. He washed my hair and then put moisturizer on my whole body. I tried a few times to touch him so that he would response sexually but he just brushed me aside. I figured he had some extreme fetish so I let him do what ever he wanted. He was paying and it was very pleasant for me. He wrapped me in a big fluffy bathrobe and we sat and drank till we both fell asleep. I spent the next two days with him. He bought me presentable clothes and took me places I had never been to before. It was just like the Julia Roberts movie, Pretty Women. I was expecting it to end at any time. Finally on the third day we had the sex I was waiting for. I have never even thought about having sex with another man since. He is the only one I will ever love and I will die in his arms happy. If you think you were unworthy for Greg, think of what my situation was."
JOJO didn't know what to say. She just sat and looked at her feet. What this woman had told her was amazing. On the outside she appeared to be the most proper lady in the world and yet she had not been born to it, but married into it.
JOJO stood up. "I better go. I have a lot of thinking to do. I appreciated the time you gave me and I enjoyed meeting you and Yolanda. Tell Yolanda good bye for me."
As JOJO walked to her car a small tear ran down her cheek. Mrs. Stevens touched her arm and smiled.
The drive home was rough. JOJO was fighting with herself the whole time. She knew she would not get any sleep that night. The big problem was that she had turned into a stalker. She didn't mind stalking Greg the draftsman, but stalking Greg the multi millionaire was another story entirely. It made her feel cheap, like some kind of gold digger. It would have been better if she had let things go but, no, she had to pry. The first decision she made was that the stalking would have to stop. She was done chasing him. She still wanted him but she was not going to follow him around like a puppy dog waiting for a treat. If he was interested he would have to make the next move and she would not make it easy for him. She knew now what she would do.
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It took JOJO about six hours to drive to Pensacola. She had packed the car, quit her job and took care of everything else in less than half a day. She said nothing to Greg about leaving. She had no trouble finding a room and was soon settled down and looking for a job. For some reason she found herself reading ads for bartenders and by that evening she was ready to start at the Nasty Hound club. It was Coyote Ugly with real girls instead of models. It took awhile for her to get the knack of mixing fancy drinks and looking cool while she was doing it. After a while she was a real pro and a favorite of the customers.
JOJO took to wearing black. She wasn't doing the Goth thing she just didn't feel colorful and every time she went shopping for clothes she ended up with some cute little black top or pants. Since she wasn't dating and was always dressed in black the girls at works stated calling her the nun. She was getting hit on constantly, as were all the other girls but JOJO turned every one of them down. The others didn't.
Weeks went by. No Greg and nothing to indicate he was even inquiring about her. One day Keith, her boss made her an offer.
"JOJO, each of the lady bartenders and waitresses have some sort of unique characteristic about them that makes them interesting to the customers. Your chastity, nun thing seems to be working for you but I'd like to beef it up a little."
"What did you have in mind?
"Well, how do you feel about a date raffle?"
"And how would that work exactly?"
"Well lets say if a guys wants to get you out on a date you at least give him a chance but first he has to pony up some bucks."
"Keep going, you got my interest, but you know I'm not into the dating thing."
"OK, OK I know how you feel about going out with guys but you have to tease them a little to get them interested. I think if the guys thought there was the slightest chance to get a date with you, they would jump in even though you set it up so they couldn't win. It would boost business and I believe it would be fun."
"What you are saying is that I can stack the deck so they can't win?"
"Right, but we have to keep it fun and let them think they have a chance."
"How are you going to set this up?"
"If a guy wants a chance at a date with you the first thing he does is put five bucks in the basket. They he has to get a question right. If he gets the first one right then he gets a shot at the second question. You have to set the questions and how many he has to get right to win the date. It would be better is the first few were gettable and then the last couple were so hard that you could hold them off. You have to make the questions simple so they will look possible but actually be hard. Can you do that?"



"I think I can come up with something. I'll get back with you tomorrow. Will four questions be enough?"
"Sure. I'll get some sort of display thing set up and you get the questions ready."
The next day Keith came in with a cute little plywood display panel. It had four lights on it, each with a pull chain hanging down.
They were different colors: red, yellow, blue and green. If a guy got the green light lit, JOJO would go on a date with him. Below each light were two boxes. The top box held the question that had to be answered and the bottom box had the right answer. Each box had a small padlock and JOJO got to keep the keys. Keith gave her a couple of 3 X 5 index cards to write the Q and A's on. JOJO hung the keys on her belt. When the guy put in his fiver he got the first question. If he answered it right then JOJO pulled the chain on the red light and gave him the second question. If he got it right the yellow light came on and so on. She was a little anxious about the whole thing and told Keith that if it didn't work out like she wanted it to, she was going to bail. He convinced her to just give it a shot.
The first week there was over forty entries put in the basket. The red light came on six times. One guy hit it three times because he knew the answer to the first question but couldn't get the second one. The first question was "You have to order the right drink." The answer was, of course, "a long neck Forster's."
The second question was a little harder but not impossible. "You have to play my favorite song on the junk box." Since there were over three hundred songs on the list it was slowing the guys down. If they had known her real name it would have made it easier but most just knew her as the nun.
Finally, after about six weeks the bar was filled with the eerie sounds of Dolly Parton singing Jolene and the yellow light came on. There was a rousing cheer in the Nasty Hound and a lot of regulars made a mental note of what the song was for future reference. It was funny that the guys were not open about sharing the answers with each other. When a new fellow wanted to play no one would give him the answers to the first two questions. The only one who even knew the third question was keeping quiet. The next month the yellow light came on a few more times but that was as far as anyone got. JOJO felt safe. It didn't look like she was going to have to worry.
JOJO didn't really like being alone. She started jogging everyday and joined a local gym. She was watching her diet and not drinking anything other than an occasional Foster's. She wanted so bad to see Greg again. Where the hell was he? Why didn't he find her? She missed his company and was sorry that she had never really got to enjoy the sex with him that she wanted to. Something had to happen soon. She couldn't wait forever. Where the hell was he?
That Friday the Hound was jammed. She was pumping out drinks for the waitresses as fast as she could. JOJO liked it when it was busy. About ten o'clock she turned on the red light. A short cheer went up across the bar. It was happening more frequently now, so JOJO wasn't too excited about it. It was a guy in a booth on the far side of the bar. Sally, his waitress took the card with the second clue over so he could read it.
A few minutes later the weird wail of Dolly Parton echoed across the room. JOJO perked up her ears a little. Ok. So the guy got two, no big deal. She pulled the chain on the yellow light and a louder cheer was heard across the bar. He didn't come up for the third clue. He asked the waitress to bring it to him along with another Forster's. Sally read it before she took it over to his booth. "You have to drive the right car."
"How will I know if he got it right?" she asked JOJO.
"Bring the car keys back with you."
She kept pumping drinks out and didn't pay too much attention to what was going on. Once, she had glanced over toward the booth and noticed the guy wasn't there so she figured he either left or hit the head.
Finally, Sally came walking across the room with a set of car keys in her hand. JOJO felt a little funny in the stomach. This time it was different than before. She stopped pouring and stood watching Sally. It seemed like it was taking her forever to walk fifty feet. JOJO opened up the number three answer box and put the card face down on the counter. When Sally laid the keys down JOJO turned over the index card. The card said "JEEP CJ7". She turned the key over. The big bold letters hit her in the face. J.E.E.P. JOJO was holding her breath as she turned and tugged the chain on light number three for the first time. When the blue light went on the crown went nuts. Keith came rushing over and stood by JOJO. This was the first time anyone had ever seen it lit. All the hopefuls were trying to see what the car keys were but Sally was hiding them in her hand. JOJO quickly put the answer card back in the box. What the hell were the odds of this happening? Sally took the keys back to the booth. JOJO could see them talking. She couldn't see him, but she could tell he was shaking his head to indicate "NO".
"He said I should bring the last question over to the booth like I did the others. He didn't want to come to the bar. I tried, but he refused. What do you want me to do?" Jolene turned and unlocked question box number four. She laid it on the counter so only Sally, Keith and her could see it.
"You have to have a ten inch dick."
Keith started to laugh out loud. "Well that should make it next to impossible."
JOJO stuttered "Well you told me to make it hard."
Sally blurted out. "I'm not going to make it hard."
"No silly, not his dick. I meant the question."
"I'm still not going to do anything with the guys pecker."
Keith was still laughing. "Just take the card over to the guy, let him read it, and see what he says. I'll bet anything he will just say forget it, and send you back."
Sally was a little hesitant. She took a deep breath and slowly walked across the room. Every guy in the place was now watching her. It suddenly got very quiet. JOJO still hadn't got a good look at the man in the booth but didn't want to go over there her self.
Keith and Jolene watched silently as Sally and the guy in the booth talked. She shook her head "no". He shook his head "no". It seemed like they couldn't reach an agreement. Finally Sally came back with a dumb smirk on her face. She just stood there and said nothing.
JOJO couldn't stand it any longer. "Well, what did he say?"
Sally was having trouble keeping her composure. "He said that he wasn't going to cut off two inches for anybody." She burst out in roars of laughter. Keith joined in with her.
Jolene didn't think it was funny. "No way. It's a cop out. He just said that because he couldn't measure up. I am not pulling that last chain till I know for sure he is not putting out a bunch of bull shit."
"OK.OK." Keith waved down the bar to another of the bargirls. Terry came over and joined the threesome in a huddle. Terry was a little on the loose side, in fact Terry would do just about anything, especially on a dare. "Terry, do you see the guy in booth seven? We want you to over and check out his package for us."
"What in the hell do you mean by that?"
"We have to make sure that the guy is carrying at least ten inches."
"You are kidding, right?"
"No. Do it and you get a twenty bonus in your envelope tonight."
"Do I have to get it hard first?"
"Only if you feel it is necessary."
Terry went over to the booth. There was a lot of head shaking again. Finally a head popped up from the next booth. JOJO could make out a dark haired girl leaning over the partition. After much discussion the girl nodded her head "yes". Sally, Keith and Jolene were watching as if in a trance. Terry came back across the floor. Every eye in the bar was looking at her. She had a big shit eating grin on her face. JOJO looked at Keith. "I think this might be my last night here."
Terry walked right by the three of them, reached over and pulled chain number four. When the green light came on the bar went crazy. No one could believe that the nun had lost.
Jolene didn't know if she should be happy or worried. She straightened herself up a little and started to walk across the floor. Keith yelled out "Go get him tiger." Was this what she had been waiting for or was it a fluke? She had butterflies in her stomach. She was hyperventilating again.
She got to the booth and looked at the guy for the first time. It wasn't Greg. He looked like Greg but it wasn't him. She froze not knowing what to do. Her mind was racing. She played back the last half hour in her head. What was she missing? At last she had an idea. JOJO yelled out "Yolanda, where are you?"
The dark haired girl stuck her head up from the adjacent booth.
"Que pasa, Jolene" Yolanda was smiling ear to ear. "I see you met my husband, Jeff."
JOJO was happy to see her. "That was a dirty, dirty trick. Where the hell is he?" Jeff and Yolanda were both having a good laugh.
"He is out front waiting for you." Jeff said.
Jolene ran to the bar, grabbed her purse and kissed Keith on the cheek. She smiled ear to ear and said "Thanks."
She rushed out of the bar. Greg was leaning against the side of the Jeep, across the parking lot. Half of the patrons in the bar had followed her out, including all of the help. She jumped up on him and wrapped her arms around his neck. Everyone was cheering as she kissed him and encouraged her. She waved at them all, as they got into the Jeep. He seemed as happy to see her, as she was to see him. She looked at him with love in her eyes and said, "What the hell took you so long?" He just smiled. Damn that guy smiled a lot. "Do you have anything that you need to pick up before we go home?"
It was Jolene's turn to smile. "No.", she said. "I have everything I need right here." As she held up a six pack of king size condoms.
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I was married for eighteen years and I still didn't know my wife. I guess it was my fault for not trying harder. We seemed to get along fine, but there was no real connection. I never felt that she was the love of my life, and I got this feeling that it was reciprocal, but we were compatible enough to have had three teenaged kids.
I worked in a major auto insurance company claims department. It was an office job with nice benefits. In three years, I would have vested retirement benefits. We owned our own home, but the mortgage was more than the present appraised value.
Noreen was a good spouse in all of the usual ways. Because of the three kids, she was a stay-at-home wife. The house was always clean, the clothes washed and ironed, and the meals cooked superbly. All of the house work must have been good exercise because she still had the same fine figure she had when we met in high school. Neither one of us was interested in college. We married a year after I joined National Consolidated Insurance.
Noreen wanted to get away from her parents and be on her own. I wanted regular sex. Since we were comfortable with each other, it seemed like a good match. Unfortunately, there was no mad, passionate, storybook romance involved. The sex was always good. Up until now, I never felt that there were any problems between us, especially in that area. I guess I was wrong.
It started at one of those God-awful company parties. I didn't dance, but Noreen did. I had no trouble allowing her full freedom, just so that she wouldn't bother me. I spent the evening sitting with a few of the other non-dancing spouses. The unmarried guys kept the wives and single girls busy on the dance floor most of the night. The only problem seemed to be that she danced more times with Dirk Franklin than I felt was necessary. He was a good dancer, but he was also a player with a big mouth. Several times during the night, I would lose track of Noreen for a few moments, but she always showed up again.
It was not a real fun night for me, but that was the sacrifice that I made so that my wife could kick up her heels a little. The best part was the sex when we got home. A little bit of booze made a big difference in her bedroom performance. It made the time at the gathering more tolerable. That night was especially good.
Monday morning at work, washed it all away. The first few hours were fine, but then I started to notice that several of the guys were glancing my way, and some were snickering. I paid a little more attention and discovered that Dirk was freely chatting about his recent conquest. Twice he looked my way and smiled, or should I say smirked at me. Dirk and I are not that close. I don't like the guy and I didn't appreciate what he was doing.
It was just before lunch when I got to corner one of my more trusted co-workers in the copy room.
"Barry, what the hell is going on with Dirk? If that son-of-a-bitch grins at me one more time I am going to clock him."
"I'm not sure if it is true or not, John, but he is bragging to everyone that he hooked up with Noreen on Saturday night."
"That's bullshit. There is no way that Noreen would let him get near her."
"That's what I thought, but he has a pair of panties that he claims are hers. He is showing them to all the guys and even letting them sniff them."
"How would he get her panties? It doesn't make sense."
"John, he claims that she gave them to him after he did her in one of the hotel conference rooms."
"Did you see them?"
"Yeah. They were silk. Grey or silver color."
"Thanks Barry. Don't say anything to anyone. I owe you one."
If Barry had said the panties were red or black, I would have just laughed it off, but I had been there when Noreen got dressed for the party. She put on her favorite silver, silk lingerie set. I got the bra and panties for her, on Valentine's day this year.
About twenty minutes later, I noticed Dirk heading towards the men's room. He had a lot of coffee this morning. I was right behind him.
I wasn't big on playground talk. There was no way that I was going to confront Dirk and ask him, or tell him to stop spreading lies about my wife. For one reason, I was no longer sure that they were lies. If I did confront him, it would probably put him on his guard. I didn't want that.
The simplest way to approach the problem would be to slam his head into the tile wall in front of the urinal. Because I was a gentleman, I waited until he was done and then slammed my fist square into his nose, as soon as he turned around. Something made a popping noise and I got blood all over my shirt. That pissed me off, so I hit him again while he was bent over, holding his nose.
Dirk was a big guy, but he offered no resistance and made no attempt to defend himself or to fight back. I found the pair of silk panties in his pocket and gave him two hefty kicks to the crotch area. I noticed that he was throwing up as I left the lavatory.
I left for an early lunch and when I returned, I found out that my employment with National Consolidated Insurance had been terminated. Dirk had been taken to the hospital. It took them less than twenty minutes to finish the outprocessing, and I was history.
Today was grocery day. I was sitting at the kitchen table when Noreen pulled into the garage. I looked up as she walked into the kitchen with several grocery bags.
"Hi, Honey. What are you doing home in the middle of the day? Are you sick or something?" I didn't answer as she placed the plastic sacks on the countertop. "Do you want to help me get the rest of this stuff in?"
I still did not reply, so she went back into the garage. She returned with six more bags, but did not say anything as she set them at the end of the table.
"Something is wrong, John. I can tell. Why are you home?" She started to empty the bags as she talked.
"I got fired."
"That doesn't make sense. Why would they fire you?"
I sat there trying to figure out how to open the conversation. It is not a strong point with me. Finally, I just tossed the panties across the table to her.
"Oh, God no!" Noreen sat down as soon as she saw them and put both of her hands to her head. "No! No! No! This is not happening." I watched my wife start to cry. Not a whimper or a wailing, but something in between.
"They are covered in dried cum. Can you explain that to me?"
The intensity of the crying seemed to increase after my question. She put her head down on the table and all I could hear was her quietly mumbling over and over: "No! No! No!"
I waited patiently for almost a minute. My wife made an attempt to wipe the tears from her face and then looked at me.
"I am sorry, John. Really sorry. It was a mistake. I had too much to drink and I made a mistake."
"Bullshit. You weren't that drunk. You knew exactly what you were doing, didn't you?"
"No, John. You have to believe me. It was a mistake: a bad mistake. There is nothing between Dirk and me. Honest. I am really, really sorry."
"If it was a mistake, why didn't you tell me about it when it happened?"
"I didn't want you to find out. I didn't want to hurt you."
"If you didn't want me to find out, why did you have to do it with the biggest blabbermouth in the whole company?"
"He promised not to say anything to anybody."
"Boy, are you stupid. He was letting every guy in the building sniff your panties this morning. Why were you dumb enough to let him have them?"
"I didn't let him have them. I gave them to him so that he could throw them away. I had used them to wipe myself and couldn't put them back on."
"What were you wiping, Noreen? Why did you use a pair of thirty dollar panties to clean yourself?"
"John. I am sorry. It never should have happened."
"Do you mean that I never should have found out about it, or that you never should have done it?"
"Both. Damn it. I screwed up, John. What do you want me to say?"
"What were you wiping, Noreen? You never answered me."
"He didn't have a condom. He came in me. I had to clean it up and the panties were the only thing that was handy."
"That's just swell. How am I supposed to react to that? Do you really expect me to say that I forgive you?"
"No."
"How about a reason? Can you give me a reason why you did it, and don't give that bullshit about being drunk? I don't buy that for a minute."
"No. I wasn't that drunk. Dirk and I were having a good time all evening. He is a good dancer and a lot of fun. He knows the right things to say to a girl: things that make you feel good about yourself."
"So the two of you just wandered off to one of the empty conference rooms and made mad, passionate love?"
"No. It wasn't like that."
"How was it?"
"Don't make me do this, John. Don't make me talk about it."
"Did you blow him, Noreen? Did you suck his cock?"
"No, damn it. No. He pulled down my panties and bent me over one of the tables. He was inside of me less than a minute and then he came. I didn't get a thing out of it. He poked me and it was over, just like that. It took me longer to clean myself up."
"That is what you have me for, isn't it?"
"What do you mean?"
"You know damn well what I mean. What is the first thing that you did when we got home? Tell me, Noreen. What did you get me to do when we got to the bedroom?"
"No, John. That had nothing to do with what Dirk and I did. Honest."
"We were no sooner in bed when you got on top of me for a sixty-nine. You just finished letting Dirk come in you and then you rub your dirty, hairy snatch all over my face. Was that the excitement that you were looking for and didn't get from Dirk?"
"John. No. It wasn't like that."
"Bullshit. You had a screaming orgasm while I was licking another man's seed out of your box. That must have really turned you on. It was bad enough that you screwed him, but you came home and then rubbed it in my face. You didn't shower first. You didn't even wash yourself. I am getting sick just thinking about it. Do you really think that I can forgive you for that?"
"That wasn't it, John. I was horny as hell. Dirk gave me no satisfaction at all. You always do. All I could think about was getting home so that I could get you into bed. I wanted you, John. I needed you."
"Sorry, but that is not how I see it."
"John, you are making too much out of this. It was nothing. It means nothing. We can get past this."
"Noreen, do you really think that it was nothing? I lost my job. I lost my pension. I lost my wife and I lost my kids. I guess it meant nothing to you, but it was everything to me."
My wife just sat and looked at me as I got out of my chair.
"I have to leave now. The police will probably be here shortly. I don't want to talk to them right now."
"What are the police coming for? What else is going on John?"
"I am afraid that I hurt your lover a little when I recovered your panties for you. That's why they fired me. I am sure that the police have a statement from Dirk by now. Hell, I might get to spend a couple of months in jail just so that you could have a one minute fuck. Thanks a lot, dear."
"Where are you going? What am I supposed to do?"
"I don't know where I will be. I loaded all of my stuff in the car while you were shopping. I'll call you later."
She looked as if she was going to turn on the waterworks again. I turned before going out the door. "I am leaving it up to you to explain what happened to the kids. If you lie or slant the truth, I can guarantee that you will regret it."
There was enough money in the bank accounts to last for at least six months. Before leaving town, I paid off all of the credit cards and cancelled them. She could spend the money any way that she wanted to or had to, but I did not want to see the plastic get maxed out. I was sure that she would take care of the kids. In a couple of weeks they would be out of school for the summer. I didn't know if that would make things easier for Noreen or harder. I had no idea what I was going to do when the money ran out. I wasn't even sure if I could collect unemployment or not, since I was fired for cause.
The first night, I stayed with my brother in Schuylkill Haven. He had a small tree service and was more than willing to put me on under the table, until I could find something permanent. I moved into a small, one-bedroom, furnished apartment the next day, that included utilities. It even had a boot-leg cable hook-up. I had my phone turned off since I had left the house. I didn't feel like taking any calls, but I knew that I would have to talk to the kids sooner or later.
Working for Robbie was easy, but not extremely satisfying. The other three guys were all skilled at tree climbing, as well as operating the cherry picker and stump grinder. My task was to function as a gofer for them. They seemed to appreciate the efforts and they were more than willing to teach me all the little tricks and skills. I kept busy and tried my best to forget about the problem with Noreen. The only thing that I knew for certain was that I would be filing for divorce as soon as possible.
Terry was my oldest daughter. She was smart and cute as a button. In two months she would be graduating from high school and starting a dental technician program at the local community college. Brian would be going into the marines as soon as he finished school next year. Sal-Sal still had two years to go, and all she wanted to do was get married and have kids. At one time, she had wanted to be a teacher, but I think she outgrew that. They were all good kids. Brian ran cross-county because he felt it would help him build up endurance for his career in the service. Terry spent her down time as a candy striper at one of the local hospitals. I am not sure, but I think that Sal-Sal invented Twitter. If she didn't invent it, she damn sure perfected it.
The only contact that I had with any of the kids was through Terry. I didn't feel comfortable discussing any of the family problems with Sal-Sal because she was too young and Brian didn't want to talk about it at all.
Noreen sat the kids down as a group after I left. She told them why I was gone and apparently didn't hold anything back. Brian immediately left the room and was no longer talking to his mother. Sal-Sal just sat and cried. Terry was the only one of the three that was open to any sort of conversation concerning the separation. Noreen refused to give Terry an explanation for why it happened. She just related it, without elaborating.
I filed for the divorce and things started to get nasty. Terry called to let me know that their mother had started going out in the evenings, several times a week. She was usually drunk when she came home. Terry said that it began right after the divorce papers were served. The kids were doing their best to avoid Noreen, but her actions were still having a bad effect on the family as a whole. There was no man involved, as far as Terry knew. Brian was not talking to his mother and Sal-Sal was spending all her time whining. Terry was the only one who was communicating with Noreen at all, and it was usually quite limited. I didn't like it, but as long as Noreen wasn't bringing guys home, I didn't feel that I should be sticking my nose into it.
Things really turned to crap a week later. I was out on a job with Josh and Jimmy, two of the climbers. They were up top lopping off limbs and I was working on the ground feeding the chipper. Things seemed to be going fairly well until I was approached by two guys who pulled up in a dual-wheeled Dodge Ram.
It was normal for people to talk to us while we were working. They usually were interested in finding out what we did and what the rates were. I always had a supply of Robbie's business cards in my shirt pocket for such occasions. As I handed a card to one of the visitors, the second one cold-cocked me to the side of the head. It was sudden, unexpected, and achieved the results that he was looking for. I was down on all fours, trying to clear my head, when they started working me over with their boots. There was no time to think, plan, or make any defensive moves. They had successfully immobilized me before I realized what happened. The best that I could do was to curl up in a ball and try to minimize the damage. I am not sure how long it went on, but it stopped as suddenly as it started.
Josh was trying to get me to sit up. I focused my eyes, to the best of my abilities, and noticed that Jimmy was on his cell phone and the Dodge was leaving. I hurt like hell. The worst part was not being able to breathe. Every time I tried to inhale, a sharp pain shot across my right side. It was my first broken rib. It was then that I noticed that the bigger of the two guys was on the ground beside me. His head was a bloody mess. Jimmy and Josh noticed what was going on and tried to get down to help me as soon as they could. To speed things up a little, Josh lowered his chain saw by the tether rope and swung it at the guys kicking me. The dangling Stihl chain saw caught the bigger of the two guys along side of his head, and it looked as if he had lost an ear. His buddy wasted no time in getting the hell out of there.
Even though the chain saw was not actually running, it left a hell of a gash in the 'baboon's' head. He started moving around after a few minutes and Jimmy gave him a good kick in the nuts. Other than the one sucker punch to the side of my head, all of the other damage was to my body. I just sat still without moving until the EMT unit arrived. I refused to ride in the back of the same ambulance unit as the guy who attack me, so the local police ended up transporting him in the back of the squad car. Robbie was at the hospital by the time that I got there.
Goon number one had a bad gash on the side of his head. It didn't take his ear off, but it really mangled the hell out of it.
I didn't feel that bad, but the doctor and Robbie insisted that I stay overnight. The cops grabbed goon number two in the Dodge Ram before he got five miles away. After enjoying a mediocre supper, I settled in for the night; but not for long.
It was almost One AM when my cell phone started ringing. Who the hell would be calling me at that hour? If fact, who would be calling me at all?
"Dad. It's Terry. We have a problem and we need your help."
"I don't think I can help you right now, but what the hell is so important that you have to call in the middle of the night?"
"Mom is in jail and somebody has to post bail for her."
"What is she in jail for?"
"She wrecked the car, and they gave her a DUI."
"Is she all right? Did she get hurt?"
"Not really, but the car is in pretty bad shape. She wiped out about six parked cars before hitting a fire hydrant."
"Was she alone?"
"Yeah. I don't know anything else. They won't release her until some sort of bond or bail money is put up. I didn't know what else to do, so I called you."
"Terry. We have a small problem. I am not at home right now. I am in the Pottsville Memorial Hospital. I got hurt on the job today, and the doctor wanted to keep me overnight. I am Okay, but I can't leave. Maybe you should call your Aunt Sarah? She would probably be more than happy to help your mother."
"What's wrong? Why are you in the hospital?"
"I got two cracked ribs. They have me wrapped up like a mummy and I don't know if I can even drive. I'll be fine, so don't worry about me. I just need a few days rest." I didn't see any need to tell her how the accident occurred. She had enough problems of her own right now.
"Is there anything that I can do for you?"
"See if you can find out a little more about what happened to your mother. I am just a bit curious."



"Okay. I'll call you tomorrow afternoon and see how things are going."
Robbie gave me a ride to the apartment and stocked up the freezer with a bunch of microwave TV dinners. I told him to get me a couple of six-packs, but all I got was some RC Cola. I could get around enough to use the bathroom and feed myself. Unfortunately, I was forced to watch the Adam Sandler filmfest all day.
Just before dark, Terry called. Noreen had been out drinking with some people that worked at National Consolidated. I thought that this was interesting since I didn't work there anymore. I had no idea that she had any friends of her own that worked there, other than Dirk. They were just starting to party pretty good when the police showed up and arrested Dirk. Noreen got extremely upset and started drinking more than usual. At closing time, she refused to call a cab or let anyone else drive her home. Terry could not find out why Dirk had been arrested or why Noreen went bananas when it happened.
We talked for a few more minutes. Terry was glad to hear that I was home and that I was taking care of myself. They wanted to come up to see me, but didn't have a car. Sarah had bailed my wife out, but Noreen didn't come home. Terry gave me Sarah's phone number.
"Sarah, It's John. What the hell is going on?"
"Your wife is a mess, John, and it is all your damn fault."
"Whoa. Hold up a minute Sarah. Why is this all my fault?"
"You left her, that's why. You left her with three kids and just ran off. Who the hell do you think you are?"
"Aw, come on, Sarah. You know me better than that. Why would I just get up one morning, quit my job, and leave my wife and kids? Does that make any sense to you?"
"Noreen said that you were fired and that you were taking it out on her."
"Did she say why I got fired?"
"She said that you beat up a guy at work because she danced with him at a company party."
"Sarah. She didn't dance with him: she screwed him. Right at the party. Did she tell you that?"
There was a short pause. "No. She didn't tell me anything like that."
"I didn't hit the guy for dancing with your sister. I hit him because he fucked her and then bragged about it to everyone in the damn company. She even gave him her panties as a token of her appreciation."
There was no response from the other end.
"Did she say why her boyfriend had gotten arrested last night?"
"No, but she indicated that you had something to do with it."
Our conversation was interrupted by a knock on the apartment door.
"Sarah, I have to go. I'll call you tomorrow."
The policeman at my door was one ugly dude and he was also my brother-in-law.
"Come on in Toby. It's always good to see family. Do you want a beer? "
"Sure, anything cold is okay."
There was a cold Fosters hidden behind all the cola that Robbie had brought. I had an RC because of the pain pills.
"John, we got the guy that set you up down at the station. The two guys he hired to clobber you were more than happy to roll on him."
"I assume it was Dirk Franklin?"
"That's right. I guess you know him?"
"He has been messing around with Noreen. I tried to convince him to stop, but I guess he wasn't inclined that way."
"He has admitted to everything, so it will save us the expense and trouble of a trial. The judge will be sentencing him and his two buddies on Friday. I am not sure, but I am guessing he will get two to three years, probably right here in the county jail."
"That is good news."
Toby couldn't help snickering. "You are going to get some payback, aren't you, John?"
"With the help from a few friends, I hope so."
"You aren't going to get me in any trouble are you?"
"It sounds like you are volunteering to help, Toby."
"You would read it that way. I got to go. If you want to talk to this guy, he will be in the city lockup until the sentencing."
"I'll stop by tomorrow morning. By the way, how is Sally? Are you taking care of my sister?"
"I think it is the other way around. She is taking care of me. "
The hardest part of getting to the police station was getting in and out of the truck. I didn't know which was worse: being trussed up like a mummy or not being able to bend my body. Dirk had a big smirk on his face when I entered the room.
"Looks like you are hurting a little there Mister Esterly. Did you trip on a tree branch?"
He seemed to enjoy the grimace on my face as I sat down.
"Welcome to Schuylkill County, Dirk. This is my turf and I am going to see to it that you enjoy yourself while you are here."
"I don't think so, John. I will be leaving here on Friday for a short vacation."
"Was it worth it?"
"Not for the pussy, but it was to see you wrapped up like a turkey. Looks like you lost your job and your wife. Was it worth it to you?"
"I don't understand the question. I never did anything to you that you didn't deserve."
"You should have just left it alone. I was the better man, and I still am."
"I guess my wife felt that way too. Well, she is all yours now. I hope that you enjoy her."
"Oh, I will. By the way, I enjoyed her three times since you left. One time, it was in your bed at home while the kids were at school. You really pissed her off when you served her with the divorce papers."
The son-of-a-bitch was doing his best to aggravate me. If the judge decided to let him serve his time at a state prison, I would have a harder time paying him back.
The District Attorney's office was on the third floor and the old courthouse building didn't have an elevator. Not exactly wheelchair accessible. It seems like one of the do-gooder organizations would have taken care of that by now.
"John Esterly. I heard that you were back in town."
Elizabeth Vargas graduated at the head of our high school class. She went to Penn State on a full scholarship and ended up with a law degree. She married the captain of the football team, who was the only guy in our class to go to the US Air Force Academy. It was a perfect match, except Captain Phillip Vargas went and got himself killed in an automobile accident before they were married ten years.
The next five minutes were filled with chatter about the good old times. I felt awkward talking to her. She was one of the elite crowd and I was one of the background players. I smiled and tried to be polite. I was looking for a graceful way out.
"Well, it has been nice talking with you Elizabeth. I recently moved back to town and heard that you were working here and I just wanted to say hello." With a sheepish smile I stood up to leave.
"Sit down John." The polite chit-chat was over. "You are here about Dirk Franklin, aren't you?"
"Yes, but when I saw you here, I decided that it was not a good idea." I felt like a beached whale trying to get back into the water.
"I was assigned the case, John, so I know a little bit about what is going on. It is cut and dry. He is going to jail. What did you want to talk about?"
"I guess that was it. I just wanted to make sure that he got what was coming to him."
Elizabeth Vargas leaned back in her chair and smiled at me. It was sort of funny, because you usually envision big burly guys doing that.
"You are starting to piss me off, John. I don't like that."
I found myself fiddling with my fingers and staring at the floor. This was a problem that I didn't feel comfortable discussing with a woman, especially one like Elizabeth. She wasn't going to let go of it.
"Dirk Franklin hurt me pretty bad. Because of him, I lost my job, my wife, and my children. I just wanted to see to it that his incarceration time was not a vacation."
"Do you want him to stay in county or go to state?"
"Do I have a choice?"
"I can't keep him over two years at county. If I give him more than that, I can send him to one of the state facilities."
She noticed me smile. "I think two years right here would be fine."
With a little effort, I stood up again. This time she didn't stop me, but as I turned, she said. "John, can you meet me for lunch at Screpsi's about noon?"
I nodded, and when I gave her another small smile, she smiled back. It might be an interesting lunch.
I did a little shopping after I left the courthouse. I got a nice shirt and a new pair of dress pants. All I had previously brought with me were work clothes. I also got a case of beer. I decided that if I had to make a choice between pills and beer, the beer would win.
I wasn't sure if lunch would be business or pleasure. It was the latter.
Elizabeth moved back home after Phillip was killed. It appeared that she was getting some sort of government compensation, but still needed to work. She had a sixteen year old son, Phillip Junior, who she referred to as "Twoey". After he was born, they decided that they didn't want to call him Junior or Phillip, so they settled on Twoey. It was difficult to get much personal information from her without seeming to pry, so I just let her tell me what she wanted me to know. I didn't say anything at all about my situation, because I was afraid of coming across as a wimp. At the present time, my self-esteem was a little low, so I felt a strong need for protection.
Before Elizabeth left to go back to work, she told me not to worry about the upcoming sentencing.
The smile on my face quickly faded when I arrived home. My three kids were sitting on the porch with suitcases and duffle bags.
"What the hell are you guys doing here?"
Nobody wanted to answer me.
"How did you find out where I was living?"
Brian decided to break the ice. "Uncle Robbie gave us the address."
"I don't see a car. How did you get here?"
"Aunt Sarah brought us, but she couldn't stay." Brian stood up as I reached the porch.
"Get that case of beer out of the car, will yah? It is a pain for me to lift it."
Terry helped me into the house. It really wasn't necessary, but I could understand why it looked like I needed help. Brian put the beer in the kitchen and Sal-Sal got everyone a cold RC. I didn't know how long they were out there before I got back.
"And just why did Aunt Sarah drive you all up here?"
"She said it was the best thing to do under the circumstances." Brian was still doing the talking. He was answering my questions, but I still wasn't learning anything.
I took a big swig of soda and wished I had bought cold instead of instead of warm beer. "What circumstances?"
Brian didn't want to answer. The three of them sat there looking at each other. Finally, Terry spoke. "Sal-Sal came home from school early a couple of days ago and saw mom having sex with some guy in your bedroom."
"Great! Just frappin great! Did she know who the guy was?" Sal-Sal was sitting right there. I could have asked her directly, but somehow it didn't seem right.
"She didn't know his name, but said it was a guy that you worked with."
I looked over at my youngest daughter. "What did you do, Hun?"
"I watched for a couple of minutes. I have seen people having sex before on the Internet, but it is a lot different when it is your mother with a strange man. It was sort of gross. I left and went back to school."
"Did your mother know you were there?"
"I don't think so. She had her eyes closed most of the time."
In anger, I threw the empty sodacan across the room. It bounced around like a kid's toy. "Did you kids have lunch?"
"No."
"Terry, how about ordering us a couple of pizzas?"
While the kids were getting their stuff put away, I called my lawyer and instructed him to redo the divorce papers so that I would get full custody. It was a long-shot, but I decided to go for it. I followed that up with a call to Sarah. She was no longer talking to her sister and did not support her in any manner. When the kids called her for help, she insisted that they come to stay with me, and even volunteered to drive them. It felt good to have an ally of sorts. Sarah had already told Noreen where the kids were, and why.
The pizza turned out to be an early supper. We talked a while about other things, and then they all left me alone while they went to bed. I found another cold Foster's in the back of the fridge. The new ones were cool, but cold is better. I took a pain pill with the beer, hoping that it would knock me out. It worked.
Friday came and the sentences were pronounced. Dirk only got a year, but he would have to serve it in the county jail. He would probably be out in six months. Normally that would be a good thing, but not in Dirk's case. His two goons got six months, minus time served. Sometimes, I don't understand the justice system, but I was pleased with the outcome overall.
Saturday was busy. The entire day was spent getting the kids settled in. Although they brought a lot of stuff with them, each of them realized that they had forgotten things as the day went on. An afternoon trip to Walmart hit my wallet pretty hard, but it was necessary. By the end of the day, things had normalized as much as possible. Nobody seemed to be missing Noreen. After we got home, I realized that I was running out of the pain pills, so I started increasing my beer consumption. I wasn't planning on driving or running any heavy equipment.
I was trying to get the cobwebs out of my head the next morning, when I heard Toby talking with the kids. I pulled on my jeans, but instead of a pain pill, I just popped two aspirins. I had to wean myself eventually.
My entrance into the kitchen was met with a good bit of razzing. I got little sympathy from my family for my afflictions. The consensus seemed to be that I was guzzling the beer because I wanted to, not because I had to. They were correct of course.
Terry poured me a hot cup of coffee as I plopped down at the table, and then all three kids wandered off as if they knew that Toby and I had to talk.
"We got a small problem, John."
I had just gotten used to the fact that everything was settled and Toby had to hit me with something new. I tried to take a swig of the black coffee, but it was too hot. I put the mug down on the table with a sigh.
"Okay, Toby. Hit me. What is the new dilemma?"
"Saturday morning, the guards found Dirk Franklin in the laundry room at the prison. Somebody beat the crap out of him. In addition to a smashed up face, he had several broken ribs and other internal injuries that we were not able to diagnose. This kind of thing doesn't happen at our place too often."
"Wow. It sure didn't take him long to piss off his new friends."
"We don't think it was anybody new."
Toby noticed me smiling as I tried another sip of my morning brew. It was still hot, but better.
"It seemed that somebody let it slip that Dirk had rolled over on his hired help in order to get a break on his sentence. Even though his goons got less time than he did, they were not really pleased with the news. We don't have any proof that they did it, and to be honest with you, there is not a whole lot of interest in pursuing the matter."
I got up and refilled Toby's cup. He noticed that I was still smiling.
"That's the good part, John."
The coffee was perfect now, but the grin on my face had vanished.
"They had to transport Dirk to the hospital in Allentown. There was a guard on him, but sometime last night Dirk disappeared. Nobody knows when or how. The staff did not think that he would be able to leave on his own, but it appears that they were wrong."
I never finished the coffee. I just got up and poured it down the sink. Toby sat quietly as I stood there looking out of the kitchen window. There was no view to see, just the brick wall of the house next store. It didn't matter what I was looking at. I never really felt threatened by Dirk, but the thought of him walking free irritated me. After a few moments I heard my brother-in-law get out of his chair.
"John, I'll keep you posted on what is going on. If I hear anything at all, I'll let you know."
I was still staring at that brick wall, as I heard the back door close.
"Dad, do you want me to scramble you a couple of eggs?"
"That would be great, Terry. Let me take a quick shower first."
That afternoon, I called Sarah. She had not heard from Noreen and had no idea where she might be. I didn't know if that was good news or bad news.
Things began to normalize. My injuries healed nicely. I got a job as a claims adjuster for a small company in Tamaqua; it was an easy commute. The kids had no trouble getting settled in. We were spending more time with Elizabeth and her son. Twoey and Brian seemed to hit it off and I think I saw Terry checking him out a few times. Although most of the time I spent with Elizabeth was in open gatherings and with our respective families, we also started to have a few special dinner dates and occasional movies.
Every two weeks, I had Toby deliver a couple of cartons of cigarettes to the guys who had beaten me up. There was never any conversation between us, but there was an understanding. Toby said that they seemed to comprehend what the hell I was doing. If everything worked out as I hoped it would, it would be worth the money. Cigarettes aren't cheap anymore.
Sarah and I never heard from Noreen. Was she back with Dirk or someplace else?
And then one day, my two adversaries were unceremoniously released from confinement and promptly disappeared.
Three months later, I received notice that my divorce was final and that I had custody of Brian and Sal-Sal. Terry was no longer considered a juvenile. She was attending a dental technician school in Reading.
Elizabeth and I started spending more time together.
As all of this was going on, I still could not shake the thought that somewhere out there, Dirk Franklin was lurking around. Was he still carrying some type of grudge or had he moved on? I could never be sure and it constantly bothered me.
I got a job working for a small independent auto insurance company in Pottsville.
Six months later, Elizabeth and I were quietly married. The only stipulation to our marriage was that she keep her previous name of Vargas. She had several reasons for wanting to do this and I could not fault her about it.
Elizabeth found out that Noreen was working and living at the Salvation Army in downtown Philadelphia. Although we never actually saw her again, she did start sending birthday cards to the children.
Then I started getting the cards. They came at odd times; Flag day, Veterans day, Arbor day. They always said the same thing; "THINKING ABOUT YOU! D.F."
Of course I showed them to Elizabeth, but we never really knew what to do about them. They came from different places along the Eastern seaboard. At first I discarded them, but as more of them arrived, I became more concerned. Dirk Franklin was like a cockroach that I had no idea how to get rid of. Elizabeth did the best that she could to keep my temper under control. I appreciated her support, but felt helpless.
The card that I received about two weeks before Christmas was more ominous than the others.
"I HAVE A SPECIAL PRESENT FOR YOU. SEE YOU SOON. D.F."
Dirk had never shown any inclination to hurt any of the children, but I couldn't be sure if he was still thinking that way. I found myself constantly worrying about Elizabeth and the kids. He was gone; out of my life, and he was still making me miserable. All I could do was wait and be prepared for his arrival.
Things finally came to an end two days before Christmas.
It was a simple generic greeting card, but inside was a newspaper clipping from the Baltimore Sun.
"The body of a man identified as Dirk Franklin was found today in a burned out vehicle near the Glen Gary Brick Factory. Police were unable to determine the actual cause of death due to the condition of the body; etc. etc."
The card wasn't signed. It simply said; "THANKS FOR THE CIGARETTES!"
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Seems like I worked my whole life to make my wife happy and it was a waste of time. It really hurts a guy to know that all one's efforts and intentions were for nothing. After twenty-three years of marriage, I now realize that I didn't know the mother of my children. She always wanted something better. No matter how hard I worked it was never good enough. She made me feel like I was a good provider and I always felt good when I was able to give her something but she always wanted more.
Sharon and I married right out of high school. Sharon had dark hair and wore it short. She was pretty and had a great shape. Our sex life was always good, up until recently, and I had little reason to doubt her fidelity.
I started out fixing engines and today I am a heavy equipment mechanic. I make damn good money, or at least I think I do. Our early life was fairly typical. Our first house was small and as the kids came, we traded up, twice. Now the two kids are gone. Our daughter, Sarah, married, and our son, Jonah, joined the Air Force. The house was now bigger than we needed but she still didn't seem to be happy. My parents had both died in a car accident years ago.
With the kids gone Sharon said she needed something to do and of course that is where the problems started. She got a job working for a property management firm. Other than a few secretarial type employees it was basically a one man firm with Glenn Sebastian her boss. Of course I got to meet the guy, didn't like him and he ended up having an affair with my wife even though he was married.
It was at this point I just decided to give up. What was the purpose of going on? My kids were grown and my wife was cheating on me.
I gave it one last shot.
"Sharon, since the kids are gone I'd like to sell the house and move to Florida. How do you feel about that? I can get a job down there and we can live the good life in the warm Florida sun."
"I am going to pretend I didn't hear that."
She didn't even look up from her morning paper. Our conversations were getting less civilized every day. Of course the problem was mine. I do not have a way with words, I cannot convince anybody of anything because I just do not have the language skills I need to do it. Sharon put up with it because she was used to it. Glenn Sebastian was just the opposite. He always knew just the right words to say and how to say them. It was easy to see how he got my wife into his bed.
"I guess what I am trying to say Sharon is I would like to get you away from Glenn Sebastian so I could get my life back."
"Charlie, Glenn is not going to disappear and we have no life to get back to. I am going to continue working and you are going to continue working and we are not moving. End of discussion."
Although I had proof of the cheating I never confronted Sharon about it. She was going about her daily routines thinking that I was too dumb to understand what was going on. Two thousand dollars out of my fishing boat fund got me a detectives report and photos of everything that was going on.
Sharon was still reading the paper when I left for work. I quit work that day.
+++++++++++++++++++++++++ +++++++++++++++++++++++++
Sharon was a lot of fun when we first got married. We went fishing together and I went to a few concerts for her enjoyment. We would do little things to make each other happy. The children complicated our lives but we still always found time to entertain our selves. As the kids got older I seemed to be working harder. I guess that is when we started growing apart. I wanted to get a nest egg together for our retirement. Sharon wanted to enjoy the good life. She insisted on driving a BMW that I didn't feel we could afford. It was easier to get it for her than to argue about it. As hard as I tried, I still couldn't keep her out of Glenn Sebastian's bed. I loved her but I didn't love the way she was treating me. Therefore, I gave up.
Seymour Schlamp, my favorite lawyer, got the next two grand from my boat fund. I gave him the detective report and the pictures. I signed some blank forms, included a real estate power of attorney, and told him to serve the papers the next Monday.
Today was a motel day for Sharon and Glenn. They went to the same motel, to the same room, at the same time, on the same days of the week. What Sharon found exciting about that was beyond me. They usually checked in about eleven and out at two. I still had a few hours to get ready.
The Sebastian Holding Company had a lot of smaller buildings that they leased out but the main income came from two older warehouses. Glenn picked them up for pennies on the dollar when the previous owners refused to bring the buildings up to code. Nobody worked in the warehouses, they were just used to store merchandise and such for various local concerns. I was betting that Glenn didn't bring them up to code either. I spent thirty minutes at each warehouse, setting things up, and then left for the bank.
I cleaned out the savings account, checking account and money market account. After canceling the credit cards I took all the money and put it in a locker at the bus station.
The time had come to start things rolling. It was a simple plan, commit mass destruction and go to jail. I didn't see how any thing could go wrong. I pulled into the Deska Motel parking lot just as the fire trucks went speeding down the street. There were two large warehouse fires on the other side of town and all the fire departments were responding to them. Sharon's BMW was parked right along side of Glenn's Mercedes. I parked my F 150 at the rear of the lot and removed the tools of my new trade from the back: an emergency glass hammer, an aluminum baseball bat and a pair of side cutting pliers.
Precision and timing were important. Any moment now, Glenn would be getting a phone call telling him his warehouses were on fire. I had to hurry. I lit the towel I had soaked in gas and stuck into the gas tank of my truck. I had to run like hell because it only took a few seconds for the Ford to erupt into flames. It wasn't a loud blast like in the movies but sort of a muffled whoosh. Seems odd to destroy my own truck but I didn't need it any more.
It took less than a minute to snip the valve stems off the eight tires. I took my time and walked around each vehicle breaking every window and lens cover with the emergency hammer. It did a good job. The only problem was the first swipe set off Glenn's car alarm. Before he realized what was going on, I had started on the BMW with the baseball bat. Each and every panel got a good smash to start with. The hotel staff, and several of the people staying there, were in the parking lot by this time and it seemed like every one of them had a cell phone on their ear. I was standing on top of the Mercedes when Glenn finally came out of the room, pulling up his pants. He was yelling something at me but I couldn't make out what he was saying. I think he wanted me to stop beating in the roof of his car but I wasn't sure. I had gone back over to the Beemer and started beating it a little more when the police finally arrived. The fire trucks were all across town at the massive double warehouse fire so they had to just leave my poor truck burn to the ground.
As the cops put me into the squad car I could see Sharon looking out the window of the motel room. I was booked, printed and photographed within the hour. The photographer was mad because I refused to take the shit-eating grin off my face. It felt good to finally sit in my cell and relax.
Since I pleaded guilty to everything that happened at the motel there was no need for any lengthy courtroom drama like on TV. They mentioned something about the warehouses a few times. I told them I didn't know anything about that and they soon dropped it. I am sure they would put it all together later but right now they didn't have a good connection. Once the word got around the station about what I did and why I did it, things seemed to get a little more comfortable.
The next morning Sharon was there with my bail. There was no money in the account so the only place she could get it was from Glenn or a second mortgage. I was pretty certain that Glenn did not want to put up ten percent of four hundred thousand dollars. I could see Sharon through the glass partitions in back of the booking counter. She looked was really pissed. I knew she knew that the accounts had been cleaned out. They gave me back my watch, wallet, shoelaces and money. I dreaded going out through the lobby so I ask one of the guards if there was another exit to avoid hostile wives. He snickered a little, took me to the fire exit, held the door alarm switch closed with his nightstick and let me out into the back alley. Free at last, free at last.
After getting my cash out of the locker, I bought a bus ticket to Chicago. I didn't have any place in mind but there was an express bus going there. I had a lot of time to think while I watched the farmland pass by the window. I was a lot worse off now than I was before, but I no longer had a cheating wife humiliating me. I had enough cash with me to last a couple years, with my lifestyle, but I knew I would eventually have to find some kind of work to keep from going crazy. I had no idea what I would do about income taxes and social security. I didn't even know how I was going to get a drivers license and I knew I would have to, eventually. After Chicago I picked up some smaller routes that seemed to stop at every little one-horse town in the mid-west. We were cruising through the middle of South Dakota when I found a newspaper somebody left. I was bored out of my skull so I began reading every line in the paper. When I hit the classifieds I found myself reading the same ad four times.
"Heavy farm equipment mechanic needed. Live in position. Room, board and salary based on experience. Contact Leroy Summer."
I never even heard of Mitchell, South Dakota. Even though it was late summer it felt cold. The sky was gray and the earth wasn't much more attractive. It looked like the perfect place to wallow in my misery. Fairfax Equipment Repair was located in a large steel warehouse type building that resembled an aircraft hangar. The sliding doors were actually big enough to bring in the biggest pieces of farm equipment. I never found out where the name came from, I guess the previous owner. I had no trouble getting the job. The living facilities were on the upper level of the maintenance building. It was stark and not the least bit homey. The pay was not good for the type of work and the reference to 'board' meant that there was a kitchenette in the room. The best part of the whole deal was my new roommate, Jorge.
Jorge Toledo was born in El Paso so he was not an illegal. He was a little older than me but we had the same build and appearance. He wore his hair long with a ponytail and had a big moustache that drooped at the ends like Poncho Villa. I was clean-shaven, with short hair and glasses. I liked Jorge as soon as I saw him. Jorge worked hydraulics and mechanicals and he was looking forward to an engine man like myself hiring on. It was a perfect team. He also had a Mazda truck that I haven't seen in many a year. I think they stopped making them in the seventies but this one was still going with over two hundred thousand miles on it. After a few weeks I was settled in and enjoying my new life.
We were both lousy cooks so we spent a lot of time a lot of time eating out, mostly fast food and diner crap. Jorge was an alcoholic. Leroy did not run a tight ship. We could come and go as we pleased as look as the work got done. Leroy handled all the money and customer contacts so all Jorge and I had to do was fix the broken equipment. We liked to go to the interstate truck stops and get breakfast late at night. Life was good.
Four months had passed. I was coming back from making a delivery and Leroy and Jorge were waiting in the lot. They were both sort of laughing as I parked the delivery rig.
"What the hell is so funny?" I tried to add some seriousness to the situation.
"Well you had a visitor today. A private detective from Philadelphia was looking for Charlie Terrell." Leroy seemed to be enjoying himself. While Jorge and I were pretty close our relation with Leroy was kept on a professional level. We were all congenial but Leroy took great pains to keep from getting too friendly with the help. It was easier for him to crack the whip if he stayed distant.
"Oh shit, I was afraid that was going to happen. Was he from my wife or the bail bond company?"
"He never said. Didn't say how he traced you here either."
"Well I guess I better get moving on. Where is he right now."
Jorge was starting to laugh about now and Leroy's snickering seemed spur him on. Jorge was drunk again.
"What the hell is going on? What is so funny about this?"
Jorge couldn't stand it any more. "Leroy told the guy that I was Charlie Terrell. The guy looked at a picture and shook his head. We talked for a while and I told him that I was an illegal and bought the social security number and drivers license from a guy in Denver. He got really pissed off but the idiot never asked to see ID or anything. After about twenty minutes he got in his car and left."
"You guys make a good team. Its fun just having you around." Leroy was still snickering as he walked back to his office
It was getting colder. A lot of the work was servicing instead of repairs now. There was no rush on anything and we were able to work at a nice pace. The nights were getting longer and colder. The days were gray and depressing. I loved it. Jorge was drinking more. That weekend I got a break.
As Jorge and I slid into a booth at the Four Corners Truck stop I noticed a cell phone on the seat. Now normally I would have just turned it into the waitress and went on my way but today I had another idea. I told Jorge to order for me and went out side. I decided to call Sarah first.
"Dad. What the hell are you doing in Tulsa?"
"I thought I would give you a call and let you know everything was OK."
"That's great. We were worried and Mom is going out of her mind. What brought all this on? Everybody said you went nuts?"
"What did your mother tell you?"
"Just that you were mad about her working and when she refused to quit you went berserk and destroyed her car and her bosses car."
"Is that it? That's all she told you?"
"Yes. After she posted bail she said you just disappeared. She hired a detective but he couldn't find you. Cost her a bundle of money I think."
"Next time you see her ask for a better explanation. She owes you that. She is not telling the whole story."
"What are you doing in Tulsa? The calling ID says Tulsa."
"I'm not in Tulsa but I think the guy who is letting me use his phone must be from there. Next time you talk to Jordan let him know everything is good. How is your mother?"
"You mean besides being pissed off and bitter. She lost the house after you forfeited bail and had to move into a mobile home down by the interstate. The insurance company refused to pay for the car damage so she had to buy a car from a lot that did their own financing. The BMW finance company still wants the car payments. She is working at the Waffle House near the airport and has to work extra shifts to make ends meet. Every time I talk to her she curses you to high heaven. Mother is not happy."
"Well at least there is a little good news."
"Dad you are sick. Are you going to tell me what is going on?"
"No. Don't tell your mother I called. If you want to know more of what is going on you have to get it from her."
"I think I understand. Call again when you get a chance. I love you."
""I love you too and sorry I can't get to see you. Bye."
I figured I had a few more minutes till my meal showed up so I called Seymour.
"Seymour, its Charlie Terrell. What is going on?"
"Oh damn it Charlie. You are in a world of shit. The bail bond company wants you. The cops want you and your wife wants you."
"Wow. It's nice to be wanted Seymour. How is my divorce coming?"
"That's all done. Sharon squawked a little but ended up signing all the papers. It will be final in about three weeks if no complications pop up. You no longer own a house by the way."
"Yah, I heard that. Just curious but what is the status on Glenn Sebastian?"
" Mister Sebastian is gone, disappeared, out of the picture. That's another thing that pissed off your wife. I think she was looking for him to give her a little help and then he left town. It seems that he submitted fake reports to the insurance and mortgage companies about fixing the sprinkler systems in his warehouses. The insurance company knew it was arson and he was the prime suspect so they refused to pay. Two of the people with merchandise stored in his warehouses couldn't collect on their insurance either and Glenn ended up having to run to save his hide. By the way I have to report this call to the police you know."
"I figured that. What are you going to tell them?"
"That you contacted me from Tulsa, inquiring about the status of your divorce. Will that be OK?"
"That's fine, Seymour. I would appreciate it if you didn't tell Sharon however. When the divorce if final, can you send the paperwork to my daughter?"
"No problem. Take care Charlie. I'm glad you called."
By the time I got back to my seat the waitress was setting down the plates. Before we finished the meal a monster of a trucker walked up to the table looking for his cell phone. He seemed overjoyed to get the phone back and agreed reluctantly to take twenty bucks when I told him I made two calls. Everybody came out ahead, but I made Jorge pay for breakfast. He had to stop and get his next weeks supply of booze before heading home.
The snows came and worked slowed up. Leroy didn't mind and Jorge and I spent more time relaxing. Jorge's drinking got worse. I had not gotten a haircut since I left home. It was now long enough to put in a ponytail. As a lark, I let my moustache grow. Everyday Jorge and I were looking more and more alike. One day when he was half sober I got him to explain his drinking.
"I was married to a beautiful woman name Marisol. We lived in Waco. I had a good job and a nice house. One day Marisol came home and found me in bed with her sister. I hated her sister and never understood why I would even want to have sex with her, but I did. Marisol threatened to cut off my manhood if I didn't leave immediately. I loved her and ever since that day I drink to numb the pain of my stupidity. I would do anything to change what happened."
At least I had an explanation. I would have liked him to stop drinking or at least cut back but he seemed to be trying to drink himself to death. I kept thinking of Nicholas Cage in that depressing movie. I was amazed that he got as much work done as he did.
My drivers license was about to run out. I didn't know what to do. I guess I could have just gone and got a new one but I was afraid they would notify Pennsylvania and someone would track me down. Jorge had a South Dakota license that was also coming up for renewal. After endless hours of drunken debate we decided that I would go down and renew Jorge's license with my picture and signature. Jorge said he didn't want to drive anymore, any way. If I took my glasses off and combed my hair just right we figured I could make it work. I had not given any thought to what trouble I would be in if it I got caught. By the end of the week I was Jorge Toledo and had the drivers license to prove it. Jorge said I should start using his social security number also. He wasn't running from the law, just an irate wife who probably wasn't even looking for him.



Jorge started drinking more and half the time was unable to work. Leroy knew what was going on but chose to graciously ignore it. Finally, about two months later, just when spring started breaking, Jorge passed away in his sleep. He was only forty-five years old. Leroy notified the authorities and we arranged for a cremation that Jorge requested.
What happened next surprised me to no end. When the coroner came for Jorge, Leroy helped him fill out the required paperwork. I tried to stay out of the way until they were done. After the coroner left, Leroy handed me a copy of the death certificate. At the top of the page was the name Charles Raymond Terrell. Three days later Leroy and I spread his ashes to the winds.
Since, Jorge was not wanted by INS or the law, all sorts of possibilities opened up to me. Leroy was busy trying to find a replacement, before we got too busy. I decided it was safe to get a credit card. I couldn't justify getting my own cell phone. Leroy got some to use at work, to replace the old CB radios, and they had unlimited time and distance. I traded in the Mazda for a Ford Ranger. It was time to call Sarah before she got the bad news of my demise.
"Dad, your in South Dakota."
"Isn't caller ID great? Don't tell your mother."
"No way. I finally got her to admit why you left. I have no sympathy for her at all. By the way, the divorce papers arrived last month. You are officially free."
"Unfortunately I am also officially dead."
"What the hell does that mean?"
"One of the guys at work died and the coroner used my name on the death certificate. You will probably get a notification shortly so act surprised and unhappy but don't get too upset about it. Its OK to let Jordan know but please, not your mother."
"Wow. That sure is odd. I don't know how you swung that but congratulations, I guess."
"Nobody else can know about it. Hopefully the police and your mother will stop looking for me. I was cremated and my ashes spread to the four winds so no funeral or services are necessary. I guess at a time like this it is good that grand mom and grand pop are dead. Sorry I didn't have any insurance for you."
"Don't worry about the insurance. We are fine and Jordan is fine. He just got promoted again and also reenlisted for another tour. Do you have a new name or is it better if I don't know it?"
"Lets just say your father is now a Mexican American and leave it at that."
"Dad, Can Eric and I come out and see you? I am pregnant and would really like to get together with you. I know its not good for you to come home but can we come there? We got a new Subaru Outback and Eric is dying to take a trip."
"Let me think on it and I'll get back to you next week. I don't see why not but I don't have any place for you to stay. I live in a garage.'
"I am sure there are motels close by. I'll wait for your call. Don't forget."
I found a small motel close by and notified Sarah. They would be here in a week. Leroy still had not found a replacement for Jorge. I had breakfast alone that night, again, and it was not nearly as pleasant as with my old friend. I thought about him on the way back to the garage and how sad he was when he died. I hated the thought of dying alone like that. Leroy was waiting for me as I pulled in. He had a shit-eating grin on his face, which meant he had a surprise for me. I was not anxious to find out what it was.
"You have a visitor."
"Who the hell would be visiting me?"
"Surprise. It's your wife."
The earth stopped, not because I was in ecstasy but because I was dreading the moment to come. All the effort and all the trouble were for nothing. No way in hell could the bitch have found me and yet she did. Slowly I walked to the work shed while Leroy grinned from ear to ear. What the hell was so funny? I walked across the floor and up the stairs. Without hesitating I opened the door and stepped through.
"Who the hell are you?" The most beautiful girl I ever saw was standing before me. Long black hair and dark eyes accented her Latin features. Although she was in her late thirties her body was ten years younger. Her question caught me by surprise and I quickly realized why Leroy thought it was so funny. Marisol had finally found Jorge, the man she threw out two years earlier but appears to have never forgotten.
"You are not Jorge. Who the hell are you? Why did that nasty man send me up here and tell me Jorge would be here shortly?"
I took a chair and motioned for her to sit down. As she sat her eyes stayed fixed on mine like she didn't trust me.
"Would you like something to drink?"
"No. Just tell me what is going on."
For the next hour I tried to explain to Marisol how much Jorge loved her and how badly he felt about what he did to her. Over the course I also had to explain how I ended up using his name and why. There was still a little liquor left that Jorge hadn't finished so we decided to help him out. I don't know if we were celebrating Jorge's death or our misery. She slept over that night and the next day we drove to the open place where Leroy and I had spread the ashes. Later that day she left to return home without the prize she had hoped to recover. She had forgiven his indiscretion but had no way to let him know until I opened up the credit card account. I felt sorrow for her loss. I guess the fairy book ending would have had Marisol and I making wild passionate love but unfortunately this was real life.
Next week Sarah will be visiting. At least I have something to look forward to.
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I am a country boy. My name is Bill Carlson. I have an Associate Degree in Animal Husbandry, and all I ever wanted was to own my own feed store and raise a family.
After finishing junior college, I married my high school sweetheart, Janice. We grew up together, and she was the only girl I ever imagined myself living with. She was a pretty, brunette, and had a nice body even after having two boys. I was proud to have her as my wife, and would do anything for her.
Janice had one problem. She envied people who lived the high life. She read the society pages in the paper, and subscribed to all the magazines that covered the "beautiful people." When she went to the dentist's office she would read the automobile magazines, and she was familiar with all the fancy cars. She knew all the designers, and was familiar with their clothing lines. She wanted to be someone more than anything, and I wasn't able to provide that for her.
I took a job in Omaha at a fancy feed store that catered to the yuppie trade. This allowed us to be closer to the big city, and I could still work at what I loved. I liked my job and was good at it. I was able to give the customers special treatment, and the company rewarded my efforts by giving me flex time. Janice liked living in the city better than country live and was happy for a while. When she decided to go to work, we had to start putting the kids in day care, but they didn't seem to mind.
Janice had a job with a medical equipment firm called Gilbert Medical. They manufactured syringes and other medical supplies. It was an office job, and she seemed to be happy because it allowed her to dress up and meet people who weren't farmers. She worked hard and seemed to lose interest in our home life. I ended up taking care of the boys most of the time. I would drop them off at the day care center, and pick them up after work. I fed them and usual got them ready for bed. I even made the meals and ended up cleaning the house most of the time. She did the laundry, taking care that all her clothing was ironed perfectly.
We had been putting money aside every month so that down the line I would be able to buy my own feed store. Now it seemed even with her working, we were no longer able to save anything. The day care took some of the money, but most of it was going for trips to the beauty shop, nail salons, and expensive clothing stores. I had a hard time understanding how we could have two jobs and save less money. She refused to discuss it, and became very defensive and upset when I brought it up. After a while, I stopped even mentioning it. I did however open another savings account which I could keep separate.
She started working overtime. She started having private phone calls. She became less attentive in bed. She wanted a newer and fancier car. She even talked about getting breast implants. There was no doubt in my mind that my wife was having an affair. I may be a simple country boy, but I wasn't dumb. At this point, I didn't even want to save the marriage, I just wanted to get everything straightened out and move on before it was too late.
It was hard to pin anything down, because I didn't associate with the people she worked with, but I was pretty sure that if something was going on, it was with somebody at work.
I worked with a couple of good guys. They were not very educated, but they worked hard. My job made me their boss, but I never played the "boss card." The work always seemed to get done without having to order them around. Everyone knew what was required and we all worked together. The guys appreciated this, and it made for a good relationship. Roy and Freddy were going to be valuable allies in my plan.
I had noticed on Wednesdays that Janice always put on fancy underwear and her best outfits. She seemed to take more time getting ready for work. I figured that would be a good time for me to start. I told the guys what was going on, and they arranged to take care of my deliveries and appointments that day. I parked by the entrance to the Gilbert Medical plant parking lot. It gave me a good chance to catch up on some technical reading that I was behind on. At about 11AM, Janice came out and got into her car. She wasn't too hard to follow, and in a few minutes she parked at the Holiday Inn lot. She parked at the west end of the lot, far from the office. A few minutes later, a guy pulled up in a red Corvette and parked at the east end of the lot. I didn't recognize the car, but when he got out, Janice got out of hers. They walked to an outside room on the first floor, number 117: and then they went in. He already had the key. My heart dropped, and I felt a little sick in the stomach. All I did was confirm my suspicions. I had no idea what I would do next.
I decided to leave and go back to work. I would take my time planning my next step. Before leaving the parking lot, I got out of the truck and snipped two of her valve stems with my baling wire cutters, one in front, and one in back. I was a little pissed off. I don't know why I didn't clip a few of his also.
The rest of the day dragged on extremely slowly. I picked up the kids after work, went home, and fixed supper. When she came in, I asked, how her day was, and she said OK except that she had a flat tire. One of the guys at worked changed it for her. Nothing else was ever said about it.
The next morning, I drove by the plant after dropping the boys off at the day care. It didn't take me long to locate the red Corvette. As luck would have it, the guy had a reserved parking spot with a sign. I wrote it down, "Ken Beauchamp, distribution manager."
Roy's wife also worked at Gilbert in the personnel department. By that afternoon, I knew everything there was about good old Ken. The most important thing was that he was already married. He had received a reprimand for making sexual suggestions to one of the employees, and had a few problems with his expense accounts. I got his address, phone number, cell phone number, and even his SSN, but I didn't know what I would do with this information. He was married for eight years and his wifes name was Amy. We put in a good days work and Roy, Freddy, and I had time for one beer before I had to get the kids. I still wasn't sure what I was going to do, but I was sure it would come together soon. I was trying to stay calm and logical about the situation, but I was really getting madder and madder every day. Once in a while, I found myself silently crying. I was hurt and felt like I couldn't fix myself. Having to live with Janice was getting more difficult for me. I just wanted it to end.
I got another lucky break the next day when I remembered that one of my best customers, Marge Gilbert, was the wife of the Gilbert Medical company president. I never met him, but she and I got along great. I was being especially friendly with Marge, trying to figure out if I could use our relationship to my advantage, when Marge's daughter Cindy came over. Cindy was in her last year of Vet school. Marge went into the barn to do some work, and Cindy and I talked for about an hour. I enjoyed my time with her and felt a little guilty after I left but it passed quickly.
That weekend, I spent some time in the garage doing some welding. I took a small piece of flat steel and welded four sharp points to it. I made the points out of concrete nails so that they were really hard and stiff. The plate was about 6 by 6, and it was going to be my first step at getting my revenge by harassment.
I saw Marge again on Tuesday. I was moping around a little while unloading the order, just not my jolly self. It got her attention.
"Bill, what's the matter today? Why so gloomy?"
"I have some personal problems, Marge. Sorry, I'm not good company today."
"Lets get some coffee and you can tell me about it."
We walked back to the house, and sat down in the kitchen. It looked like the inside of a restaurant. Everything was stainless steel and granite. It was like a magazine. I thought to myself, Janice would love this. Marge set the coffee down and just leaned forward and said: "Well?"
"How can you help me, Marge?"
"Well, I don't know unless you tell me the problem."
I really didn't want to talk to her about it, but finally decided maybe it could help.
"My wife, Janice, works at Gilbert Medical, and I think she is being coerced into having sex with one of her bosses, but I can't prove anything."
"Why do you think this is going on?"
"Little things mostly, but last week I found them both together at the Holiday Inn. My wife doesn't realize I know, and I don't know how to bring up the subject. I don't know if this is something she is being made to feel obligated to do, or if it is something she wants to do. Our family life has deteriorated to the point where she doesn't seem to care about the children or me. She appears to be keeping it a secret, and that is what really bothers me."
"Who's the guy?"
"I think his name is Ken Beauchamp. I don't know if Janice works for him, or if they work in different parts of the plant. I never met him."
"Do you want me to see if I can help?'
I paused a little and lowered my head. "If you think something could be done quietly, I would be glad to try it, but I don't want to raise a big stink."
"OK, let me look into it. I'll see you next Thursday with that delivery of oats."
I thanked her, and as I got up to leave, I asked, "Where is Cindy?"
"Back at school. She'll be home this weekend. Why don't you bring the boys up so she can meet them?"
Wow, this turned out far better than I expected. I am sure Janice will have no problem letting me take the boys on an outing. It might be a good weekend.
The next morning it was pouring rain. Janice dressed carefully for her special day again, and I said nothing while I watched. After dropping the kids off at the day center, I stopped by work. The guys were all set up to cover my morning shifts for me. Roy was going to use my truck, make my deliveries, and the log entries. I would initial all the entries after the times when I got back to work. Freddy brought his cousin's van to work, and I loaded a floor jack in back of it. We had fastened my steel plate to the lift of the jack. We got all the trucks loaded, and after they took off for their deliveries, I left for the Holiday Inn.
Right on time, Janice pulled in and parked in the same spot she did before. Ken was a few moments behind her, and also parked in the same spot he did before. After they went into the room, I gave them about ten minutes to get settled in. I removed the jack from the back of the van in the pouring rain, and wheeled it down to Ken's car. I slid the jack under his engine block, and jacked it up. It took only a few seconds till I heard the pop sound as the nails punctured the oil pan. I dropped it down, and moved to the back of the Corvette. A few seconds later, I heard the same pops go into the fuel tank. Oil and gas were streaming out. I took the jack back to the van. The whole thing took less than a minute. I walked down to Janice's car, and cut slices in two valve stems again. By then, I was ready to leave. I drove past Ken's car, flicked a lit cigarette out the window, and drove off. In my rear view window I saw the flames shoot up and a few seconds later heard the explosion as I left the lot. I felt better.
Janice came home from work a little late. She didn't eat any supper, and went right to bed. I played with the boys a while, gave them a bath, and tucked them in. I slept on the couch that night. Janice stayed in bed the next morning while I got the boys ready for day care. We ate breakfast and left. She never got up. She never said anything. I didn't ask. Her car wasn't in the driveway.
About 9 AM, after we got all the trucks loaded, I got a visit from police Lieutenant John Fritz. He was a friendly enough fellow.
"Tell me about your work schedule yesterday."
"Just normal deliveries, nothing special. Why?"
"Can you account for your time around noon?"
I went into the office, and got the delivery logs from the previous day. I laid them in front of him. Each stop had the location, item delivered, time unloaded, and my initials.
He smiled and snickered a little. "That's a pretty good log. Do you guys do that every day?"
"Would you like to see the logs for the last month?"
He shook his head NO, and smiled again. I didn't know if I should feel good or bad.
"Would you like to tell me what this is about?"
He seemed to be reluctant to go into details, but finally he opened up. "There was a car damaged yesterday at the Holiday Inn in east Omaha, and we are trying to find out if anyone knew anything about it."
"Why me?"
"Well another car that was near the damaged one had two valve stems cut. The car belonged to your wife. We were wondering if it was a coincidence or not."
"First off, I don't know what my wife's car was doing in the Holiday Inn parking lot, and second, what connection did she have with the damaged car?"
"The damaged car belonged to an associate that she worked with. Apparently, they had a lunch meeting with some company clients at the hotel, and everything happened while they were at lunch."
"Did you talk to the people they had lunch with?'
" No. They couldn't remember their names."
"Do you want to level with me, or are we going to play games all morning?"
"He leaned back in his chair and smiled. "Do you know a fellow named Ken Beauchamp?"
"Never met the man, and that is the honest truth."
"I believe you." He smiled again. "I don't like to get in the middle of domestic disputes, and hope I don't have to come see you again. Here is my card. Call me before anything else happens. OK?"
He shook my hand. "Sorry I had to bring this to your attention. If I can do anything to help, let me know. OK."
As he walked away I said. "Thanks. But you really didn't tell me anything."
"Put the pieces together."
After work, when the kids and I got home, Janice's car was in the driveway. She was dressed casually and had supper ready. She said she didn't feel well, and had called in sick. She still didn't say anything about what happened the day before, so I didn't bring it up. She went to bed early, and I took care of the boys again, and slept on the couch.
She was up and about the next day, getting ready for work, when I left with the boys for day care. After dropping them off, I went by the doctors office, and requested a check for STD's. Work was normal for a Friday. When I got home, Janice was there again. After supper, I told her that I was taking the boys to spend the next day at one of my customer's farm. I asked her if she wanted to come along, knowing full well that she would find a reason to refuse. She said she had some shopping that she wanted to do, and I didn't push it any further. I didn't care if it was shopping or a date, the results were the same.
Saturday, with Cindy and the boys at the Gilberts ranch, was great. We spent the whole day having fun. Marge made a great lunch for everyone, and I didn't want it to end. Cindy loved the boys, and they seemed to like her a lot also. Mister Gilbert wasn't there, so I still didn't get to meet him. Marge didn't say anything at all about our previous conversation, and it didn't appear that Cindy was aware of it. I hated to go home, but eventually we had to.
Janice didn't ask at all about our day. She just didn't care. The boys tried several times to tell her all the things they got to do, but she tuned them out. Eventually, they quit trying. She did ask why I wasn't sleeping in the bed anymore, and I explained that due to work problems I was tossing and turning a lot, and didn't want to disturb her sleep. That was the last she ever said about it.
The next week was totally normal. I noticed on her special day, that she didn't make any special preparations, so I assumed the tryst for the day was canceled. That was fine with me, because I had a lot of work to catch up with. I stopped in to see a divorce lawyer that I had heard about, and she gave me some handouts and brochures with lots of information. She had some fill-in-the-blank forms that looked interesting. Everything was back to normal till next Wednesday.
She started off with a morning shower and then carefully did her hair. She had new, black, sexy underwear, and a new perfume. It even looked like new shoes. I was being careful not to let her see me looking, and I rushed out with the boys. I was sure this was going to be a date day. After dropping off the boys, I went by the plant and checked his parking spot. A new Porsche Boxer was sitting in his slot. I jotted down the license number, and rushed back to work. The guys were as excited as I was about the new development. We rushed all the morning deliveries and fudged the logs again. I am sure John Fritz could see through this ruse, but we did it anyhow. We had a free and long lunchtime. Roy continued with the deliveries. Freddy stopped by the swimming pool supply store and got two big bottles of hydrochloric acid. I went to spend lunch with John Fritz.
John gave me a weird look when I walked into his office with pulled pork sandwiches, fries, and a couple of cokes. I said Hi, and sat down across from him. He knew something was up and smiled from ear to ear. I said I thought we could have lunch together and he could bring me up to date on the car damage case. I had to figure out how to keep him busy for about two hours. It was going to be a long lunch. While I was trying to be pleasant, Freddy was down at the Holiday Inn parking lot. He found the Boxer, and carefully poured acid all over the trunk, fenders, and deck. He slit the convertible top and poured acid all over the leather seats and the floor mats. The dash got a dose of acid also. For good measure, he put a box of mothballs in the gas tank. The naphtha would do a nasty job on the engine if anyone started it up. The acid that was left, was spread across the top of the tires. Before he left, he snipped the valve stems on Janice's car again. It was all over within fifteen minutes. The only bad part, was that I didn't know how long the two of them would be in the room. John and I chatted about frivolous things for the longest time, until he finally said: "What the hell are you up to?"
"Just wanted to make sure I had a good alibi in case something happened to Ken Beauchamp's car today."
"What's special about today?"
" The pulled pork sandwich was on special."
I took out my cell phone and called the day care center. "Hi Carol. This is Bill Carlson. I am going to be tied up at work this afternoon, and was hoping you could call Janice and ask her to come pick up the boys. Thanks, I really do appreciate it. You can catch her at 874-3211, extension 117. You might have to ask for her by name. Try and call as soon as possible to make sure you catch her. OK? Thanks again."
John leaned back in his chair and snickered. Boy, those pork sandwiches tasted good.
Everything was silent for a while and finally John said, "Do you think I should call Mister Beauchamp and ask how his car is?"
"Why would you want to do that?"
"You wouldn't happen to know where I could reach him do you?"
I gave him his cell number and the number of the Holiday Inn room 117. "Pick one."
John put the phone on speakerphone, and called the hotel number. After a few rings, Ken Beauchamp answered breathing heavily. "Hello, who is this?"
"Mister Beauchamp, this is detective Fritz. I was calling to let you know that we still don't have any leads on who damaged your car."
"Why are you calling here? How did you get this number?"
"I am a policeman Mister Beauchamp. Did you get a new car yet?"




"Yes I did. Why are you asking?"
"Just wanted to make sure that we didn't have a repeat of the last incident. Is the car with you now?"
"Yes. Its out in the parking lot."
"Is it OK?"
"Let me check."
We could hear Ken mumbling in the background as he checked the parking lot through the window. There were a few squawks and a low moan. He came back on the phone. "Something doesn't look right. I'll have to get dressed and go check. I'll call you right back."
"OK, but Mister Beauchamp, why aren't you dressed now?"
"None of your damn business. I have to go."
They both hung up. John looked at me and smiled. "Happy?"
"Of Course. Look, I have to get back to work. If you have any questions call me, OK. Maybe we'll have lunch again next week."
"I hope not. This will have to end soon before somebody gets hurt."
I went back to work. Roy had the logs in ship-shape condition, and Freddy had dumped the acid bottles where they wouldn't be found. Tonight at home would be interesting. Janice had picked up the boys, but said nothing and went to bed early again.
John came to see me the next day. He explained all the damage done to the car, and that Ken's insurance was pending since the Corvette incident. The car was totaled. He was out over sixty thousand dollars. Ken insisted that I had something to do with it, even after John told him that I was with him when it happened. Of course John knew I had a part in it, but couldn't prove a thing, and I don't think he wanted to. I don't know how Janice was getting her tires fixed. I never asked and no one ever volunteered.
Since Janice had never come clean about the whole situation, I decided it was time to end it all. My STD test came back OK. I had filled out the paper work for the lawyer to get started on the divorce.
I was planning on going out to the Gilbert's ranch this weekend with the boys, just in case Cindy was there. If not, we would spend the day with Marge. The only loose end, was that I still didn't have any proof of the extramarital sex.
The weekend was good. Cindy was there. The kids were ecstatic, and we all had a great time again. We were like a family. I really missed that, and so did the boys. Cindy still didn't know anything about what was going on, but at least she didn't ask. Before I left, Marge winked and said everything will be OK.
I was offered a new position about 100 miles away. It was for more money, a better job, and the option to buy into the business in a few years. It was perfect. The only bad point, was that we would not be near Cindy.
The next Wednesday, Janice did her dress up thing again. I don't know what her boy friend was using for a car, but she was definitely getting ready for another visit with him. I assumed they were still going to the same place. I was going to have to do something, but I really hadn't planned ahead for it. The guys and I were trying to figure out what to do, when Marge Gilbert drove up.
She motioned for me to come over and told me to get in the car. She didn't say anything, but just drove down to the plant. She parked in the back and we went in by a private entrance straight to Mister Gilbert's office. Marge went through the introductions, and his secretary brought us all coffee. We talked about frivolous stuff for a while, and finally I said. "Did you bring me here for a reason?"
Mister Gilbert laughed. "It is time to bring this show to a close. Marge has briefed me on what is going on, and I had a little in-house investigation done. As soon as everything is in place, we will get started. We should have all the information you need by the end of the day. If I do anything to embarrass you Bill, I apologize ahead of time. It is not my intention to do anything to hurt you.
We chatted a little more to kill time, and Marge could see me smile when the talk turned to Cindy. I was trying not to be obvious about it, but I did a poor job.
The phone rang and everyone's ears perked up.
"What's going on? OK. Thanks for the call. You know what to do now, right?"
Mister Gilbert smiled and said: "OK, everything is in place. We can get started. Ken and your wife are in their regular room at the Holiday Inn. Ken drove a company Benz to get there. That is against company policy, so it is being brought back to the plant right now. I am sorry to say but I think your wife also has a couple of flat tires. It appears to be some type of tradition."
He put the phone on speaker and dialed the room.
"Ken, this is Mister Gilbert. Sorry to disturb you, but I have to discuss a very important matter with you."
Ken sort of stuttered and stammered a little. "Yes, OK. No problem. How did you get this number?"
"Ken, that's not important, but what is important is that the legal department was notified of a possible sexual harassment situation. It is necessary for me to get correct answers here Ken, so listen carefully. Is there a female company employee there with you now?"
There was a pause, and some background conversation that we couldn't make out. "Yes sir, there is."
"Ken, is she there of her own free will or is she there because of some coercion or threatening on your part?"
"No sir, absolutely not sir. There was no coercion of any type at all. She is here of her own free will. I didn't force her to do anything."
" The sex is all consensual then?"
"Yes sir, absolutely. Its all consensual."
"That's great Ken. Thanks. That's all I needed to hear to straighten this mess out. I really appreciate your honesty on this touchy subject. We'll get a statement ready to attest to that, and we'll be all set. Now, I need to also verify it with the young lady. Will you put her on please?"
There was a flurry of background noise again that we couldn't make out. Finally, Janice came on the line.
"Sir, how can I help you?"
"Janice, did Mister Beauchamp coerce you or threaten you in any way to get to go there with him?"
"No sir. He didn't threaten me in any way."
"That's good to hear. Then the sex was consensual, and you were not intimidated in any way. Is that correct?"
There was a pause again, and lots of muffled speaking. Janice came back on the line. "Yes sir, it was consensual."
"That's good to hear. When you and Ken get back to the plant, we will have the statements ready for you to sign. Can you put Ken back on please?"
"Sir. How did you know my name?"
"Don't worry about it Janice, it's not important."
After Ken came back on the phone, Mister Gilbert told him to return to the plant so they could sign the papers in the legal department. He hung up the phone and smiled.
"Marge, why don't you take Bill out for lunch and come back in a couple of hours? The legal people should be done by then, and we can all get our lives back to normal."
We had a great lunch. I had a hard time not gushing, but I just couldn't thank her enough. She finally made me agree that we would not talk about the subject, or what was done, ever again. She also made me promise not to say anything at all to Cindy about it. That was a good sign. I told Marge about my new job offer and she was glad for the boys and me.
After lunch, we returned to the plant and I picked up notarized copies of Ken and Janice's statements. They both swore that they had consensual sex outside of their marriage. The legal people assured me that that was enough for my lawyer to lock in the divorce. Ken and Janice were both fired. Their personal belongings were packed before they got there, and they were escorted out of the building. Unfortunately, neither one of them had a car.
Marge gave me her car to use, and said I could return it the next day. I dropped the papers off at the lawyers. She made me several copies of each: one set I was going to send to Ken's wife. I went to the bank and closed the accounts. I paid off all the credit cards and cancelled them. I called the gas, water, electric, and phone companies and arranged to have the utilities turned off on Friday afternoon. I stopped by to see John Fritz, and told him I had been a good boy. He laughed. I notified the landlord, I would not be staying the next month. I gave notice at work. They were glad for me, but unhappy about my leaving. Freddy followed me to the Gilbert ranch with my truck so I could return Marge's car. It was time to pick up the boys and head home. I dreaded walking through the door.
Janice's car wasn't in the driveway. She was sitting on the couch crying when we got in. This was the first time she had shown any emotion at all. Two file boxes of her personal stuff from work were sitting there. I fed the boys and turned on the TV for them. I stood by her as if to give her an opportunity to speak if she wanted to.
"You had to do it. Didn't you? You just had to screw up everything in my life? Why the hell couldn't you just mind your own business? You had no justification to meddle in mine?"
I was amazed. She still looked at the whole situation as if it all revolved around her. She cared nothing about the children or me. She gave no thought at all to Ken's wife, Amy. Our family, our life, and our plans, all meant absolutely nothing to her. Her only concern was what she was doing at the moment. Nothing else mattered. I was relieved that I wasn't going to spend the rest of my life with her. I didn't say a thing. I went up and took a shower. Later, while I was getting the boys ready for bed, she went into the bedroom and closed the door.
The next day, I took the boys with me to work. I just made sure that there were no loose ends and that Roy and Freddy were able to keep up with the system I had set up. We went to some stores and collected boxes for the move. I drove by the Holiday Inn, and Janice's car was gone, so I figured she had it repaired by now. Fixing flat tires must have put a big dent in her shopping budget for the last month. Janice wasn't home when we got there. We were only taking clothes and toys. I left everything else there for Janice to get rid of. Of course, she didn't know that by the next day, all the utilities would be turned off. Damn I was a mean son-of-a-bitch. As we were pulling out of the driveway, Janice was parking. She just stood by her car and watched us drive down the street. I took the boys to Chucky Cheese, and we spent the night at a motel.
The next morning, I took the boys to day care. I gave Carol some cookies and party favors, and told her it was the boy's last day and I wanted them to enjoy it with their friends. Before I left, she took me aside.
"What was the deal with your wife last week? I didn't want to ask but since you are leaving, I am dying to know. She was very upset when I called. She insisted on knowing where I got that number, and when I told her you gave it to me, she started swearing like a sailor. She didn't say anything when she picked them up, but I could tell she was really pissed."
"I'm sorry, Carol. I sort of set you up. Janice was having an affair. She was at the Holiday Inn with her boy friend, and I was hoping if I got you to call and interrupt their party, that she would have second thoughts about the whole thing. It didn't work. She just ended up getting mad at both of us. I am serving her with divorce papers this afternoon, and the boys and I are leaving for a new job right after I pick them up. It was a cheap shot on my part, and I apologize for getting you involved."
I went to see my divorce lawyer. She had everything ready. I was getting the kids, and Janice would have visitation rights any time she wanted. That was fine with me, because I didn't think she would be interested in them anyhow. Everything else was split fifty-fifty, but there wasn't much to speak of. There was no alimony, no child support, and no cash settlements of any type. I left her all the furniture, appliances, and household stuff. I really didn't want them. She kept her car. I didn't want it, because it kept getting flat tires. All I had to do was hand the papers to Janice. Unless she contested it, everything would be final in three months. A copy of Ken and Janice's notarized statement was attached to the divorce paper work. A small margin note the lawyer made, indicated that the statements would be kept private if all the terms of the divorce were agreed upon. There were no questions.
The car was in the driveway, so I was sure she was home. I sat in the driveway for the longest time. I had loved Janice. She was the only girl I was ever close to. I figured our relationship was normal and had not even given it a thought that I was not providing what she was craving. She never let me know directly and I was too dense to pick up all the clues. I had failed her is so many ways. What she did was deceitful on her part, but I felt some of it was because of my inattention. I knocked on the door of my own house, and it felt weird. She opened the door for me. She looked tired. She asked if I wanted anything to drink.
I handed her the papers. She didn't open them. Just looked at them and back up at me.
I looked at her and said: "Why?"
I couldn't tell if she was mad or sad. After a few seconds she finally opened up.
"He smelled like aftershave, you smelled like fertilizer. He wore Armani suits, while you wore jeans. He ate lobster and steaks, while you ate ribs and burgers. He had a London Fog Overcoat, while you wore a Carhartt. He drove a nice fancy car, while you drove a truck. He had manicured nails, while yours were always dirty. He had a real job, and you were still just a farm boy. Is this enough for you? I can go on all day if you like. I was hoping for a life that you couldn't give me. I am sorry that we got married, Bill. I married you for the wrong reasons. I should have realized that you would not be willing or able to give me what I really wanted. I saw you as a means of getting away from my parents, and didn't think far enough ahead. I am truly sorry for that, but can't change the way I feel. I love my children, but I regret having them. I know that sounds terrible, but I do not seem to have a motherly instinct. I was hoping that by finding someone who could fill the empty holes in my dreams, that I would feel satisfied, but it just made me less satisfied with my present situation. I am sorry I misled you. I am sorry I was a poor mother to my children. I am not sorry for chasing my dreams and looking for something better."
"What about his wife? What about your husband? What about your children? What about your family?"
Her demeanor seemed to change immediately. My questions made her mad and she no longer appeared to be sorry for her actions.
"I don't give a shit about any of that stuff. It's my turn. I want to live the life I always dreamed of. A farm boy husband and two dirty-faced, snot-nosed kids don't do anything to help me get there. I got your damn papers. Now just leave so I can get on with my life."
Well that made things easy. I just turned and walked out. When I picked up the boys, Carol said to let her know if I needed her to make any more phone calls.
I called the utility companies and told them not to disconnect till the end of the month. I guess I felt a little sorry for her.
The divorce was final in three months. I never heard a thing from Janice. The lawyer said everything went smooth as planned. My new job was great, however, I missed out on getting a chance to buy the business. Somebody else got it along with a quarter section of prime land attached to it. My boss said they were going to turn it into some kind of horse-breeding farm. My job was safe, but my chance at owning my own place took a set back.
Two weeks later they started construction next to the feed store. We were all trying to guess what was being built, and finally one of the guys asked the site engineer. It was a vet clinic for large animals. I thought that was interesting, but dismissed it as wishful thinking. They got the whole building up in less than sixty days. The new owner was due to show up Saturday. The boys and I went by on the way to lunch. I was a little curious.
All of a sudden both the boys started yelling, "Cindy, Cindy."
There she was, looking better than ever. Marge was with her. Cindy had gotten her vet degree, and wanted to raise show-horses while she ran a large animal clinic. She was showing the boys around the new building while Marge and I talked. We all went to lunch together, and Cindy told us that she was also building a new house on the property so she could be close to her work. The boys and I were grinning ear-to-ear all the way home that night.
Five years later, Cindy was raising beautiful horses. Her clinic was a big success, and I had just opened my sixth feed store. The boys had two baby sisters that they adored. My mother-in-law Marge, and Mister Gilbert come by every weekend. I never learned what his first name was. Janice never came to visit the boys.
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There is no sex in this story. Sorry
I should have known better. I wanted it so bad that I let it cloud my judgment. A guy like me never gets a girl like Marsha. Maybe in the movies but not in real life.
Three years ago Marsha started work in the office of SSA, that is; Safety and Security Affiliates. All of the male employees were aware of her presence, mainly because she was a notch above the other office girls. She wasn't smarter or better educated, but prettier and sexier. She didn't wear a wedding ring.
My infatuation with her quickly waned because I immediately knew that she was totally out of my league. Hell I wasn't even in a league. The only girls, or woman, that I ever had any relationships with, were the ones that charged by the hour. I wasn't a virgin, but that was only because I worked up the courage on several occasions to approach one of the less ferocious looking ladies of the night. Actually, I found a few of the younger ones attractive, but all they wanted from me was my money. I couldn't even find a whore that would want to spend any one-on-one time with me, if there was no cash involved.
I was raised by a single mother. I never met my father. I guess that might have something to do with my lack of social skills with the ladies. My mother noticed the problem and really tried to help me. I spent almost two years going to ballroom dance classes with her, but all I got out of it was the ability to dance. I still lacked the confidence and courage to meet and relate to the opposite sex.
After I finished school, my mother married and moved to Florida. We talk several times a year, but that is the only contact that I have had with her.
I liked working for SSA because it didn't require me to interface with too many people. My days were spent inspecting fire detection and alarm systems. The company was also active in installing security systems, which I had no interest or involvement in whatsoever.
After work, I had no social life. In the evenings, I enjoyed working through logic problems and had subscriptions to all of the puzzle magazines. Although I had a home computer, I only used it when I had to. Most of my meals came out of the microwave oven. I was a fussy eater, and I guess that is why I never weighed over 150 pounds; light for my height, but healthy.
I didn't even own a suit, because I never needed one. During the day, I wore my work Dickies that were supplied by the company. I even wore them on the weekends when I wasn't working. There was a land line phone at the house, and I had a company cell phone. The cell phone had unlimited minutes, so I used it whenever I called my mother.
Contacts bothered my eyes, so I always wore glasses. They were not stylish, cool ones, but rather practical; as a nerd would wear. Actually, I think I was a nerd.
My interactions with people were always within careful limits. I didn't piss people off and I didn't excite them either. I had no opinions that were worth sharing, and I was the world's worst joke teller.
Now that you have a pretty good idea of what I had to offer the world, you can fully understand why I was surprised and stunned when Marsha Trent started casually chatting with me, on a daily basis. I was not the only one to notice her interest and after a few short weeks, I was getting teased about it, from the other office girls and some of the guys. I was flattered, but confused.
I remember how it all started.
"Dennis? Could you please do me a small favor?"
I was sitting at one of the tables in the break room having lunch. I assumed that she wanted to borrow a chair or ask me to move to another table. "Sure. Anything."
"Would you sit with me while I eat lunch?"
All I could do was nod. A few minutes later I was still trying to figure out what was going on. Other employees noticed and a few quiet comments were made. As was my nature, I did not speak. There was nothing that I could say that wouldn't make me look like an idiot, so I kept my mouth shut.
"I hope you don't mind, but this is a lot easier for me."
"Easier, how?"
She seemed to be arranging herself before answering, as if she was getting ready to give a prepared speech. At that point I should have realized what was going on.
"When I come in for a break or to have lunch, some of the other guys always sit with me. It makes me uncomfortable. They are either making crude remarks or undressing me with their eyes. It is better being with you."
Well, I didn't know if that was a compliment or an insult. I felt a little defensive.
"That is understandable. You are an extremely attractive woman and any man that didn't fantasize about you would be brain dead."
"Do you fantasize about me?"
"A little, but I try not to let it show."
"And you do an excellent job of it. That is why I need to sit with you. As long as I am with you, the other guys won't bother me."
That didn't make sense at all. There was nothing intimidating about me. How in the world would my presence discourage a low-life from making a remark or from even leering at her?
I finished eating and sat silently until she was done. Nobody bothered us, but we got a few unusual glances. As I got up to leave, she touched my arm.
"Can you sit with me again tomorrow?"
I smiled, nodded, and walked away confused.
A week later we started having conversations. It was difficult for me, but she made it a lot easier. I discovered that she was a single mother with two girls in grade school. Her working shift corresponded with their school hours. She never mentioned a husband, ex-husband, or father figure. I was too lame to ask.
My spirits were up, and I felt normal for a change. A regular guy was getting to spend time with a gorgeous girl on a routine basis. I didn't care that it was lunch in a company break room.
Our contacts grew more frequent and I started to feel comfortable with her. At the same time I was feeling uneasy. Something wasn't right, but I couldn't put my finger on it. After a few weeks she invited me to her home to met the girls and have supper.
Brandy and Brenda were cute little things, but a little too well-mannered for my taste. Children under ten are supposed to be rambunctious and noisy. I felt as if I was spending the afternoon with 'Stepford' children. Actually, Marsha was a little like a 'Stepford' wife. They were perfect; too perfect.
Marsha and I started to go on little outings together. Of course the girls were always with us. We hit all of the parks, zoos and other similar attractions within a day's drive. The more time that I spent with the girls, the more relaxed they became. Before I knew it I was looking forward to seeing them every chance that I got.
I don't remember how it happened exactly, but one night after about four months, I found myself in bed with her. When I play the events of the night back in my head, it always comes out the same way. I didn't do a thing to initiate it. She took the lead and seemed to control everything; the place, the time, and what we did. Now, I am not complaining. It was the first time that I got any without having to pay for it. I can't say that it was wild passionate sex, but it was the real thing. After the first night, we started to enjoy ourselves on a regular basis. At least I was enjoying myself. I was never sure about her.
Marsha had small breasts, and even after having two children, they were still fairly perky. Of course you have to remember that I am not an expert about such things. She didn't shave like the girls in the porno movies. Every time that I got to watch her walk to the bathroom naked was a thrill. My life had suddenly taken a very different turn, but something wasn't right.
To everyone's amazement, Marsha and I married two months later. It was a small ceremony. My mother flew up from Florida to meet the daughter-in-law that I believe, she never expected to have. I paid for her ticket. Most of the people that attended the wedding were from work. Marsha's mother, in Mount Carmel, was not able to make it. I had never met her or any other members of Marsha's family. She never talked about them.
We found a small house to rent, just until I could get a twenty percent down payment saved up. I was always cautious when it came to financial matters. Marsha no longer had to work, and became a stay-at-home mom. We had sex on a regular basis which I always enjoyed. For some reason, Marsha always insisted that we use a condom. I had a perfect wife, with two perfect daughters. It was like the twilight zone.
After the first year, I had figured that things would mellow out for me, but that never happened. Every day was the same, and the longer it went on the more paranoid I became. I would sit quietly some evenings and try and figure out what was wrong. The problem was that nothing was wrong. Marsha was a great wife, a great mother, and a wonderful partner. I started to think that I was going nuts. I was messing with my own mind and I couldn't stop. Why? Why was this happening to me. Why did I insist on ruining my own life.
The best part of the marriage was the time that I got to spend with the girls. I think that they enjoyed it as much as I did.
I am a logical person. I like to analyze things and draw conclusions. It is my nature. There was no reason why I couldn't look at this situation and figure some things out. I had no intention of turning into some type of prying busybody, but I would have to start paying attention and looking into things.
I made a mental list of questions that needed to be resolved. Why had I never met any of Marsha's family? What was she really doing when she went to visit her mother in Mount Caramel several times a month? Why was the father of the girls such a mysterious figure? The one question that I needed answered first, was what she kept in the small locked file box on the shelf in her clothes closet? The only time I had seen her with it was when she registered the girls for school. I didn't even know where she kept the key.
Finding out what was in the locked box would be my first step. It was a logic problem; a real-life logic problem. All of a sudden, I found myself looking forward to something and not making myself paranoid. My attitude changed for the better.
Marsha had a standing hair dressers appointment at the Elegance Chic every Tuesday morning. It was an extremely expensive salon, but I never saw it come up on the charge cards. I guessed that she was paying it with cash, but she never seemed to have a lot of cash on hand and I saw no evidence of any unusual cash withdrawals. Of course, I had no real idea of what a visit to the hair dressers should cost. So I had no point of reference. It just seemed odd.
I had no trouble swinging by the house in the middle of the morning on Tuesday. I waited until just after she left to go into the house. While I was standing in front of the closet, I started to worry that she might have a 'tell' placed on or near the box. I thought about it for a few moments and then discarded the notion. She was confident in her position in the house and that her box would not be bothered. After all, I was the good guy. I was the one that she could trust. I would not pry under any circumstances.
I carefully took the box down and started working on the lock. It was a simple flat key with some very basic notches. It took less than two minutes to open it. Inside I found her birth certificate. There was nothing special there. She also put our marriage license in the box. There were a few newspaper clippings and some photographs. One of them was her high school prom picture. She was as pretty then as she was now. Her date from the prom looked familiar, but I couldn't place him.
The last things in the box were the two birth certificates for the girls. They were both born at the Pottsville Hospital, but the most interesting thing was the name of the father. Hamilton Ryder was listed as the father of both Brandy and Brenda. Now I recognized the guy in Marsha's prom picture.
Hamilton Ryder was a State Assemblyman and had been selected to run for the United States House of Representatives seat at the next election. He was good looking and charismatic. The women voters all loved him and the men admired him. He was a shoo-in to be elected. He was married to Emily Wilcox, the daughter of one of the wealthiest men in the Northeastern part of the state. Some people had said that Hamilton's rise in the political world was based on the support that he got from his father-in-law.
Emily Wilcox was a paradox. Their marriage was a big deal, and at the time was in all of the newspapers and several magazines. When they got married, she was a dowdy, mousy little thing. Over the years she seemed to change, and not for the better. At some point, she dyed her hair blond and started to wear it in styles that did not seem to fit her. Her make-up slowly became a little over the top. Too much rouge, too much plucking, and too much lipstick. The worst thing that changed was her attire and her boobs. It looked like she had gone from being normal to a pair of grotesque double D's. The whole thing was a little sad. Her personality did not fit her appearance. I had often wondered if she knew that people were laughing behind her back. Of course it was not my affair, so I didn't wonder too much; until today.
Marsha shouldn't notice that the box was moved or opened. I was quite careful. I really didn't believed that she accessed the box too often. From what I know now, I didn't see why she would. Actually, it would have made more sense for her to keep the box at her mother's house.
So now I knew a little more than I had known before. Marsha had been friends with Hamilton Ryder in high school and she was the mother of two of his children. Actually, they were his only two, because he had none with Emily. It was interesting that Marsha put his name on the birth certificates. Under the circumstances, it seemed like something he would not want.
I was a good husband that evening as usual. I complimented my wife on her hair and asked the girls how school went. For the first time, I felt like a phony. It was a game. Marsha knew what the game was, and had been playing it for over a year now. Since I was new, I had to develop my own strategy, of some sort. Just the word 'strategy' implied that it would be long-term. I wasn't happy with that, but had no short-term, tactical plan in mind.
That evening, as my 'Stepford' family was watching TV, I ordered a Bug GPS Tracker from E-bay, a 'Buy-It-Now' for $139 with free shipping. I decided that it would be interesting to find out where Marsha was going when she went to visit her mother. The new tracker would go well with my Garmin GPSmap 60CSx. This was going to be fun. As a defensive move, I set up some new bank accounts to start protecting my few assets.
The next day, I quietly took two weeks of sick leave. The company was more than happy to see me take it for monetary reasons. Marsha never really made any friends at SSA, so I didn't have to worry about her finding out that I wasn't at work. Later that morning, I stopped in to see Seymour Schlamp. Seymour and I went to high school together. We were two of the 'out' kids who built a friendship based on not being part of the crowd. Seymour got a law degree, but had no job. He was on the state, county, and city lists, waiting for somebody to die, so that there would be a job opening. In the mean time he was supporting himself, and his mother, by doing mainly automobile renewals and transfers. He also did some notary work and wills. I needed some legal advice and Seymour was more than happy to help. We spent an hour together, and when I left, he was excited as a kid with a new puppy.
I drove over towards Allentown and had lunch at a McDonald's. They had free Wi-Fi and I had my laptop. An hour later, I had all sorts of data and information about Hamilton Ryder. Most of what I got was political rhetoric, but mixed in with it was some information that I could use. I also ended up with a long list of addresses that I would need later.
While I was surfing, I ran across an ad for a travel trade show that was being held in Philadelphia over the weekend. Marsha and the kids were going to visit her mother Friday after school, so I decided that the trade show looked good.
After supper that evening, I did something that I had never done before. While Marsha was taking her evening shower, I took it upon myself to look through her purse. I had never considered violating her privacy like this before, but now we were playing a game. Everything looked normal and I was about to close up when I noticed something. Marsha used tampons when she had her period, but in the bottom of her purse was a small sachet like bag with Kotex printed on it. Like any normal man, I avoided handling it. I picked it up and gingerly opened it to find an old Nokia cell phone. It only took me a minute to figure out that it was a prepaid cell phone with T-Mobile service. There was only one number in the call log. The phone was turned off when I found it, so I left it the same way. I would have no trouble finding out who owned that number. I think I already knew.
Seymour was in a good mood. He had several folders laid out on his desk in a neat row. He seemed anxious for me to sit down so that he could show me what he had done.
"Dennis, I know that you said you wanted a simple divorce, but under the circumstances you have some pretty good grounds for an annulment. The nice thing about that is that Marsha cannot contest it and there is no division of assets. You each keep what you brought into the marriage."
"Are you sure? That would make things a lot easier."
"A lot faster also." Seymour pushed the first folder aside.
"What else?"
"I had no trouble getting copies of the girls birth certificates. Legally, Hamilton Ryder doesn't owe you any support for taking care of the girls. If it went to court, we would get creamed in the first five minutes. However the court of public opinion will have a field day with it. I suggest that we file for it and make sure that the media is fully aware of it. That will be your responsibility."
"Why? I am paying you."
"For legal services, Dennis. If I get caught participating in a smear campaign, especially against a public official, my potential career as a lawyer is over before it is started."
"All right. What do I have to do?"
"It is all printed out on this top sheet. Memorize the instructions carefully and then burn the paper."
"That is a joke, right?" I heard a groan from across the desk.
"Yeah. Sorry, but I was just trying to make things a little easier."
The next folder was an alienation of affection charge against Hamilton. Seymour didn't feel that this one would fly either, but it could be valuable in the same manner the previous folder was.
The next one related to the recovery of expenses for supporting Marsha for the last year. It had nothing to do with the girls or his paternity for them.
The last folder was not directly connected to me in any way, but was a petition to have charges brought against Hamilton Ryder on six different civil violations that were very remotely related to situation. In one of them, Seymour was actually charging Hamilton Ryder with prostitution. He was claiming that Hamilton forced Marsha to trade sex for room and board for herself and the girls. It was another long shot, which he had absolutely no chance of winning, but that would get a lot of saucy publicity.
There were still a few holes that needed to be plugged including at least one example of proof of any clandestine relationship between the two of them. I hope that that one would be taken care of this weekend.



Marsha was surprised to see me when I came home for lunch later. I wanted to be there when the mail was delivered. She seemed happy for the company, and made us some grilled cheese sandwiches. I tried my best to make polite conversation until the mail came.
She noticed the Priority Package and commented on it. I told her it was a removable hard drive that I had ordered to back up the computers. She accepted the answer and I left smiling. For the next hour, I carefully read all of the installation and operating instructions for my new GPS tracker. It was going to be fun. I planned it that way.
That evening, while Marsha was cleaning up the supper dishes, I installed the new tracking device in her car. It was easier than I had anticipated. I had already installed the monitoring unit in my car earlier.
I was looking forward to the weekend. If everything went as planned, I would be able to attend my travel show in Philly with no problem.
Brandy and Brenda were watching Shrek for the tenth time and Marsha was halfway through the latest Danielle Steele novel. I just sat and wondered what might have been if the situation had been a little different. I thought that I had what most men wanted and then I discovered that it was all a farce. It was like a cruel joke and I was the punch line. I would have been happy with the situation the way that it was, but that never would have happened under normal circumstances. Marsha was not the wife who I always dreamed of having. She put out some bait and I grabbed it because I wanted it.
It hurt knowing that she didn't want me. She wanted what I could do for her. I still was not able to figure out exactly what that was. Hamilton Ryder could have just put Marsha and the girls up in an apartment or condo someplace. Why did the two of them feel that it was necessary to use me, in this elaborate scheme?
I imagined that she had some feelings for me, but if that was so, she would have realized how much I would have been hurt when the truth came out. She didn't care. It became apparent that I was disposable. The more that I thought about it, the madder I became. I excused myself, claiming a headache and went to bed early. I was still awake when Marsha slid in beside me, but I didn't let her know that.
The next morning I spent most of my time in Seymour's office. He had let his girl have the day off. I spent an hour making copies of the papers that Seymour had drawn up on the computer and two more hours collating and putting them in mailing envelopes. Seymour had made shipping labels to all of the local newspapers and television stations and several of the national ones. It was all pure crap. I knew it and Seymour knew it, but the media would eat it up; we hoped. He also made labels for all state legislators and for everyone in Hamilton's family and the Wilcox family that we could get addresses for. I was expecting to get sued and I didn't care.
I was anticipating the evening trip, even though it was no longer necessary. I was going to go ahead with the dastardly plan no matter what happened tonight. It was more for my self-satisfaction than anything else.
The GPS tracker was nice because it took a lot of pressure off the one doing the tracking. I used the drive up to the coal regions as a test run. I knew approximately where Marsha was going, which made it easier. I was expecting her to go to Mount Caramel, but she never did. She parked at a shotgun house in the middle of Frackville and let the girls out of the car. A lady that looked as if she was Marsha's sister came out of the house to greet them. It was like old home week. It was 'hello' and 'goodbye' all within five minutes.
An hour later, Marsha got off of the Interstate near Pocono Pines. The GPS took me to the Pocono New Moon Cabins. The actually cabins were not as I expected. All of them looked as if they should be on an Aspen Ski slope, not tucked in the Pennsylvania woods.
Marsha drove right past the office and went to the largest cabin at the end of the road. I was close behind, but instead of following her, I stopped at the front office. The desk clerk was very accommodating even though there were no vacancies for the night. I picked up a few brochures and indicated that I would like to look around the grounds a little bit before leaving. He smiled and thanked me for stopping in.
I casually walked down by the small lake that was in the center of the compound. Marsha was still sitting in her car. It looked as if she was on her cell phone. I got comfortable on one of the lake side benches and wished I hadn't left my jacket in the car.
About twenty minutes, later a black Mercedes Benz pulled along side Marsha's car. Hamilton Ryder and my wife got out of their cars at the same time. There was a quick peck of a kiss, like a married couple would do, and then they both went into the cabin.
My questions were mostly answered. There was no longer any doubt about what was going on. I still didn't know why, but I knew what. On the way back to the office I passed by their cars. Marsha had a small travel bag on the back seat. I contemplated taking it with me, but changed my mind at the last minute.
About half way home, my cell phone rang. It was my wife. I didn't answer and she chose not to leave a message. I assumed that she was just calling to let me know that everything was okay. I didn't care.
Saturday morning came and I was on the Schuylkill Expressway going to the National Travel Expo show. It cost me ten bucks to get in, but I didn't care. I had an idea in mind and it involved cruise ships. Almost all of the vendors at this show were directly interested in people who were wanting to be connected to some form to the travel world. Some were selling franchises and computer programs. A few of them were trying to recruit people. They were my target.
I was able to sit with employment representatives from three different cruise lines. Only one of them expressed any interest at all in a licensed certified fire alarm systems inspector. Two of them insisted on a Merchant Marine Certification; something that I hadn't anticipated. The third line, Mediterranean Holiday Lines, was only slightly interested until I mentioned that I was an accomplished ballroom dancer. For some reason, they seemed to think that was more important than my fire inspection qualifications.
I left the travel show a little dejected. I was hoping for a better response than I actually got. I didn't plan too well and the results proved it. At home that evening I got a surprise telephone call from Brandy and Brenda. Of course I didn't get to talk with Marsha, but the conversation with the girls seemed real and sincere. I didn't ask them where their mother was because I didn't want to ruin the moment.
Sunday morning I got a surprise call from the rep at Mediterranean Holiday Lines. They offered me a six month contract on one of their Mediterranean Island cruise ships. Although I was not qualified as a maritime inspector they would be able to use me as a records keeper and report generator. I wasn't sure what all that entailed, but they seemed fairly confident that I was up for the job. The big catch was that I had to spend my evenings dancing with the guests. Hundreds of elderly, single, women took the cruises every year and they all wanted handsome, charming men to dance with. I never considered myself as handsome and charming, but hell, I was willing to give it a try. I was expected to bring a formal black tux and a white tux jacket with me.
I accepted and within the hour they e-mailed an employment contract for my signature. They had already scheduled a flight out of Philadelphia for me the next Friday. The tickets would be waiting at the counter. I always knew that I had that passport for some reason.
That evening, Marsha seemed to be a little quieter than usual. Normally when she came back from the visits to 'her mother' she was peppy.
Friday seemed like a long time away. I realized that I was not going to be able to fake it for that long. I decided that Tuesday morning, while the girls were in school and Marsha was at the beauty salon, would be the best time to make my move.
Monday was a quite a busy day. I took all of the prepared envelopes, from Seymour's office down to the post office. The earliest that any of them would be delivered should be Wednesday. I gave Seymour five thousand dollars to cover his fees and expenses. After giving my notice at work, I spent the rest of the morning closing accounts.
One of the local tuxedo rental shops sold used outfits. Luckily, I was able to find two that actually fit. Since I needed a place to keep my new work clothes, I ended up renting a cheap motel room for four nights.
I drove by the house as Marsha was leaving. I had no idea where she was going, but I figured that I would take advantage of the opportunity. After loading all of my things in the car, I realized that I didn't actually own much. I felt a little sad as I drove down the street for the last time. I was going to miss married life, even though it was a farce. The girls and I never seemed to warm up to each other, but I knew that I would think about them. It was a sorry situation. I felt hurt and betrayed, but not enough to blow up. The only way out for me, was to quietly disappear.
I rented a storage unit and prepaid it for a year. Even though it was the smallest unit, the amount of stuff that I had looked pitiful.
That night, I went overboard at Taco Bell. I got all of the items on the menu that I had never tried before. I can't explain why I did it, except that I was feeling a little reckless. Of course, most of the tray went into the trash. I couldn't force myself to eat it all.
Later, sitting alone in the room, I was bored out of my head. Just on a whim, I called British Air. A very agreeable young lady was more than willing to move my Friday reservation to Tuesday. Friday was the busiest day for the airlines and Tuesday was a little slow.
Seymour drove me to the airport the next morning. He was going to keep my car for me while I was gone. I signed the title and told him that he could sell it if he could find a buyer. It was almost fifteen years old, so we both laughed when I suggested it.
The check-in went very smoothly, and then I found myself sitting on a long plastic bench watching the departure times change. I was totally surprised when my cell phone started to buzz. I forgot to turn it off.
"Dennis? Is this you? This is Brenda."
I was not expecting any calls, let alone that one. "Yes it is. Why are you calling?"
"Brandy and I wanted to say 'good-bye'. We were sorry when we found out that you left."
"Brenda, is your mother there?"
"No. She is in the bedroom. She has been there all morning."
I didn't know what to say.
"Dennis?"
"Yes?"
"Brandy and I wanted to let you know that we tried real hard not to be bad. Mommy said that it was important. We weren't bad, were we, Dennis?"
"No, Brenda. You and your sister were always perfect angels. You didn't do anything wrong."
"Then why did you leave?"
"I am sure that your mother would rather explain that to you. Did you ask her?"
"She has been in bed, crying since yesterday. We had to get our own breakfast."
I felt that I should talk to Marsha, but under the circumstances it didn't seem like a good idea.
"Dennis, If Brandy and I did anything bad, we are sorry. Can you come home?"
"I don't think so, Honey. I have to go away for awhile."
I could hear her crying on the other end of the phone. I was looking for a way to end the conversation without acting like a perfect jerk, when they announced the boarding for my flight.
"I have to go now. You take care of your sister and your mom, okay?"
I clicked off my phone before she could say anything else. Then I turned the phone off. I wouldn't be needing it for the next six months anyway.
I found my life on the cruise ship to be fascinating. In the mornings, I was working with one of the ship's engineers, and I spent every evening dancing with enthusiastic ladies. Some of them were young, but most of them were as old or older than my mother. Since I learned to dance with my mother, that made things a lot easier for me. I actually found it to be fun. Most of them did not speak English, so I did not have any heavy conversational demands put upon me. I got by very well with a smile and an occasional peck on the cheek at the end of a dance. They all seemed to enjoy that.
Things changed as I started on my fifth voyage. The first day out, I was informed that I would be dining at the Captains table that evening. The only crew members that ever got to sit with the Captain were high ranking. I was at the bottom of the food chain, so my invitation was unusual.
The only dress clothing that I had were my two tuxedo's. I usually ate in the crew mess and attire was not a factor. Since I had no idea about protocol or proper table manners, I waited until everyone else was seated, before approaching. An empty chair was waiting for me. I addressed the Captain, as expected, and then gingerly sat down. I was, to say the least, extremely uncomfortable.
I glanced around the table trying to figure out why I was there. On my left was a large, sweaty man who seemed to be speaking Greek. On my right was a well dressed lady, my age, who seemed vaguely familiar. When I glanced her way, she was looking slightly at me and smiling. I quickly looked away. As the meal was being served I tried to pay attention to what the guests were chatting about, but to no avail. I was a poor conversationalist to start with and the multiple languages didn't give me any confidence at all. This meal from hell would soon be done. I kept telling myself that; over and over.
As they were bringing the desert course, I felt a hand on my right arm. I turned my head and she started to speak. "Relax, Dennis. You seem awful tense."
No one had ever introduced me, yet she knew my name. I realized that this must be the connection; the reason that I am at the Captains table. Who was she? How did she know my name? What did she want? It wasn't mysterious and exciting. It was scary and unnerving. The meal from hell would be over soon. The meal from hell would be over soon!
When we finished, the guests started to wander off to do whatever they had scheduled. I was still sitting when the mysterious lady took my arm and walked me to one of the quiet bar areas. I was following her like a puppy dog and didn't know why.
"You have no idea who I am do you?"
I just nodded in the affirmative.
She laughed a little. "Imagine bleached, blond hair, lots of make-up, and big boobs."
"Oh my God. You're Dolly Parton."
My poor attempt at humor got me a poke in the ribs and another small laugh, more like a giggle.
"You are not paying attention, Dennis. Think."
I knew what the answer was, but knowing it just generated more questions.
"Emily Ryder?"
She smiled at my answer.
"I prefer to use my maiden name."
"Okay, Emily Wilcox?"
Neither of us said anything as a cute little Thai waitress set down our drinks.
"Mrs. Wilcox. I realize that we are sort of connected, but I don't understand how that would cause you to be here."
"Don't complicate things, Dennis. I am just here to thank you. You probably don't realize the impact that you have had on my life."
"Absolutely not. I never met you before, or have even seen you close up. Of course, you look a lot different than you did before."
"Good or Bad?"
"Good. Without a doubt, good."
"Thank you. Most of it was just hair and make-up."
At that moment she caught me looking at her breasts, or what used to be her breasts. She couldn't help laughing at my discomfort.
"The doctor put them in and the doctor took them out. I was never so happy to get rid of those damn melons. It made me feel like a freak."
I did not know what to say. Any comment would have sounded crude.
She continued with her explanation. "I simply had the double D's replaced with perky little B's. It took a little work, but he got paid well and I am happy."
I think I was blushing. There was a lull in the conversation, so we both took a sip of our drinks.
"Oh, before I forget. I have something for you." Emily reached into her purse and pulled out an envelope that had been folded in half to fit. She was smiling as she handed it to me.
"It's your marriage annulment. Daddy was able to get it processed with no problems. Not only are you not married, you never were. Isn't that great?"
Her words were bitter sweet. She seemed happier about the annulment than I was. It wasn't something that I wanted, but something that I felt I needed. I had gotten used to the idea of being married. I wanted to be married, but under different circumstances. I gave Emily a small smile and said, "Thank you."
"You don't sound very happy, Dennis."
"I am not. The whole situation was a little painful for me."
I waved to the waitress for two more drinks. I usually limit myself to one a night.
"I don't want to be poking my nose anywhere that it doesn't belong, but what is the status of your marriage? Are you, or will you be getting a divorce?"
Emily Wilcox squirmed a little, looked at her watch and smiled again.
"Dennis, in exactly twenty two minutes, I will be a widow."
It was an interesting statement. I tried to think of a clever response, but nothing developed. The impact of her statement finally reached my brain and I was numb. The waitress set down our round of drinks and mine was gone in one gulp.
"Don't look so shocked. It was a trade-off."
"What does that mean?"
"In seven more days, you. You were going to die in an automobile accident just South of Pottsville. Two days later, I was going to drown in a boating incident off of Long Island. It was all planned out."
The conversation was no longer light and casual. My drinking companion was no longer smiling, and the whole tone had become somber. I was absorbing the few bits of information that she had just given me and I started to feel nauseous.
"I am sorry, Mrs. Wilcox. I am afraid that this last drink was a little too much for me. Please excuse me." I got up and started to leave the room. She didn't try to stop me. I actually did feel upset in the stomach, but I don't think it was from the drinks.
I didn't sleep well that night. Rather than eat with the crew, I waited until the first breakfast seating and then located Emily. She was at a table alone; a luxury reserved for only the most affluent guests. The waiter recognized me in my work clothes, and we got a quizzical look. Emily nodded to indicate that it was okay.
She slid her full glass of orange juice across the table to me as a gesture of welcome.
"Are you a widow now?
Emily gave me a telex that had been on the seat beside her.
"Kingston, Jamaica. Hamilton Ryder, a Pennsylvania State politician, was killed today about thirty miles East of Montego Bay. No one else was hurt in the one car accident. Mister Ryder leaves a widow, Emily, but no children. Mrs. Ryder was not with her husband at the time of the accident. Hamilton Ryder had been a candidate for a U.S. Senate seat until allegations of impropriety mysteriously appeared several weeks ago."
I scanned through the rest of the message and was amazed at the impact that my silly little mailing endeavor had produced. The waiter set a small plate of fruit in front of me, which I started to pick at.
"What is going to happen to Marsha and the girls?"
"Nothing, Dennis. She was no longer involved. I guess you had no way of knowing."
"What do you mean?"
"Shortly before you left, you followed the two of them to a cabin in the Pocono's. Do you remember that?"
"Of course. How did you know this?"
"My father had the cabin bugged, and Hamilton was always followed. They used the same one each time that they met. You didn't stay long that day. Sometime, after you left, Hamilton and Marsha got into a big argument about what he had planned. Marsha decided that she did not want anything to happen to you. Hamilton insisted that they stick to the original plan, which was to kill both of us. She refused and stormed out of the cabin. She spent the rest of the weekend with her sister in Frackville."



"That is where the girls were?"
"Yes."
"Where the hell is her mother?"
"Marsha's mother is in a nursing home in Pottsville. Hamilton has been paying for her expenses there."
I finished the fruit and poured myself a cup of coffee from the carafe on the table.
"Why did he have to kill us? What did that gain him?"
"We were never really sure, but it looks like he was hoping to get sympathy votes because he was a grieving widow. He would also inherit a hell of a lot of cash. I guess he hoped to further elevate his standings by marrying a widow with two young girls. Everything was planned to make him look good for the public."
"Sounds like a stupid plan to me. What would he gain by killing me? Of course I am a little biased."
Both of us got a small snicker out of my weak attempt at black humor.
"Why did Marsha decide not to go thought with the plan?"
"Dennis, you will have to ask her, but I think she was beginning to have feelings for you."
"She used me. From day one, I was just a tool to her. There is no way that she felt anything for me."
"Don't count on it."
"How do you know all of this?"
"My father has been monitoring all sorts of stuff for over a year now."
"Okay, but tell me again, why you are here?"
"My father is a very slow, meticulous man. We knew for along time what was going on and we knew that we had to end it, but according to him, the time was never right. I was pulling my hair out, trying to figure out how to get him to do something. Then a knight came to my rescue on a white horse."
"Thanks, but that is not the way I would ever describe myself. You still did not answer my question."
"When you flooded the world with all the lawsuits and publicity releases, things came to a head fast; real fast. You got my father off of his dead ass and made me a happy woman."
"That wasn't my intent. I guess I wanted to get out of a bad relationship and let my feelings be known along the way."
"You did good, Dennis. You did real good. That is why I am here. To thanks you."
I smiled and got up from my chair. "I am glad that all that has been taken care of. Now you have to excuse me, because I have to get to work. I am already late."
"Relax, Dennis. Your work scheduled has been changed for the week. Daddy has talked to the Captain and your only job for the next seven days will be to keep me company."
I sort of shook my head in disbelief, and walked away. I heard what she said, but can't say that I liked it. I really didn't want to spend the rest of the week entertaining a rich, spoiled brat. I had work to do.
Chief Daggert, my immediate supervisor was of no help. He sighed when he saw me and instructed me to go to the helm. I didn't get to see the Captain, but the second mate informed me that everything that Emily Wilcox had said was true. As I walked back to my cabin, I realized that I didn't have any clothing that would fit in with what I was expected to do. I had two, used tuxedos, some Dickie work clothes, and the outfit that I wore when I boarded the ship.
I changed into the best shirt and pants that I had and started looking for my new mistress. I found myself being used by a woman again and I didn't like it. Was this my destiny. Would I spent the rest of my life as a whipping boy for dominant women? Maybe the word 'dominant' is a little strong. In any event, I was not happy.
She was reading a pocket book, while on the deck, and sheltered from the wind. She smiled as I approached, but seemed anxious.
"I am sorry if I upset you, Dennis. That was not my intent. I was hoping that you would get some satisfaction out of the arrangements that were made with the Captain. Your reaction indicates that I was way off base.'
I sat beside her and tried to get comfortable. I never did like deck chairs. "I was hoping that we could come to some sort of a compromise. I am willing to spend the days with you and I will do everything that I can to be a good companion, but I feel that my evenings belong to the unaccompanied ladies that are on the cruise."
"You want to dance with them?"
"Yes. There are several other men here that are doing the same thing, but there are never enough to go around. These women wait all day to dress up and go dancing. I can't let them down."
"Okay, I can accept that with a few restrictions. Between dances, you will sit with me, and I will get to select the women that you dance with."
"Why would you want to do that?"
"I don't really know, but lets try it tonight. If it doesn't seem to work out, I will drop it."
"Okay, I'll give it a try. I don't under stand why you want to do that, but I'll try."
"Good. This afternoon we will be stopping in Napoli and I will be buying you a few clothes for the rest of the trip. I can afford it and I will not take 'no' for an answer. Any questions?"
"No."
We both laughed when we realized that I gave her the answer that she said she would not accept. The rest of the day was fun, but there were not enough days left on the cruise for me to wear all the clothing that she bought for me. In fact I had no room in my cabin to store them. Most of the shopping booty ended up in her suite, by necessity.
Emily and I had supper together, but not at the Captain's table. After supper, I changed into my black tux for the evening. Emily had a small table for two reserved on the edge of the dance floor, and was waiting for me.
"You look very elegant, Dennis. The tux suits you."
"Thank you, but I feel out of place."
"You are staring me. Do I look okay?'
"You are absolutely beautiful. I can't understand why Hamilton did not appreciate what he had."
"I spent an hour in the ships beauty salon getting ready for the evening. I am glad that you feel that it was worth the time."
"The dress fits perfectly and sets off the pearls. I don't want to sound crude, but I think getting your bust line adjustment was a good decision."
She leaned over and whispered, "You are not supposed to make remakes about a woman's breast, Dennis. It is inappropriate."
I whispered back to her, "Sorry. I don't have a lot of experience at this gigolo thing. I am learning fast however, by necessity. Some of these ladies are real flirts."
Before getting comfortable, I excused myself and walked over to the line of male companion dancers standing by the stage. Most of them were older men who got to take the cruises free in exchanged for dancing with the guests six hours a night. They all loved the evenings and enjoyed entertaining the ladies. They were aware of my situation, but I still got a good teasing from them. Each of them promised to dance at least one dance with Emily that night.
Emily enjoyed the evening more so than I would have ever expected. She had a different partner picked out for me every dance. The biggest challenge was a German lady in a wheel chair. I was unsure how to handle it, until the lady herself, made a few suggestions. She was the only one who I danced with twice. Emily got to dance several times and a few were with other passengers. It was easy to understand why.
She stayed with me until the band finished for the night. I walked her to her cabin and was rewarded with a kiss on the cheek and a sincere "Thank you". It was a wonderful evening as far as I was concerned.
The week flew by. The last night of Emily's trip she literally dragged me into her room and had her way with me. I got the feeling that she was a little disappointed with my lack of effort on the previous nights.
Her new boobs were still a little tender, but not enough to stop her from enjoying my clumsy efforts at gentle grouping. For the first time ever, I found sex to be fun and uninhibited. Emily and I seemed to move together and fit together perfectly. When I fumbled around trying to get a condom package open, she grabbed it and threw it to the floor. Before morning, I had emptied myself into her three times, including once in the mouth. She was willing and exuberant. I was in heaven.
Four hours later, she was leaving to fly back home. She tried to convince me to go with her, but I didn't feel right about it. I still had four months to go on my contract. I promised to contact her as soon as I finished my obligation. It was a petty, stupid decision, but it was still important to me.
For the next few weeks, I tried to convince myself that it only happened because she was recovering from the fall out with Hamilton. Sometimes I felt like a cad, because I had taken advantage of a grieving widow. Then I remembered that she wasn't grieving, but rather celebrating. The more that I thought about it, the more I confused myself.
I spent my mornings with the daily safety reports and maintenance logs. My nights were filled with dancing. I started to specialized in entertaining the ladies with handicaps. The other escort dancers were more than happy to give me full reign in this area, and the female guests were tickled pink.
Emily Wilcox never sent a letter, an e-mail, or any other type of correspondence. I also never heard from Marsha, but then she had no idea where I was. I found myself thinking about Brandy and Brenda a lot more that I expected to. I really missed them. I thought a lot about the situation that Marsha had put us into. I understood the basic concept of what she and Hamilton were trying to do, but I never understood why they decided to do it. It was easy to explain it all away in my simple brain just by telling myself that I was just not sophisticated enough to comprehend it. Only Marsha could answer all the questions.
My contract was up. The cruise line wanted me to sign up for another six months with a little bonus. They also offered to send me to a maritime school in London so that I could get certified in some areas related to the ships electronic and safety systems. If I accepted the schooling, I would incur a full years commitment with the company. I promised to give them and answer in thirty days. I was flattered to learn that several of the lady guests had requested the dates when I would be on board so that they could schedule their trips.
Instead of flying home, I got a flight into Orlando. My mother was sharing a modular home near Ocala with a gentleman friend who turned out to be quite pleasant. Mom seemed to be genuinely upset that the marriage with Marsha didn't work out.
My spirits were low as the plane landed in Philly. Going home was not something that I was looking forward to, but it had to be done. It was time to clear things up with Seymour. I wanted to make sure that I didn't owe him anything. I had no place to stay, no job prospects and nothing to look forward to. It would have been a lot easier if I had planned ahead, at least a little. There was plenty of time in the last few months to look for a new job on the Internet, or at least a new place to live, but there was also no motivation on my part.
Most of the people departing the plane at the terminal were upbeat and excited, but I was with the second group; business men who were coming home with dead eyes and a bored expressions.
A whole chapter of my life had passed and I had nothing to show for it except heartache. Watching the other passengers being warmly greeted by their friends and families only made my depression worse. All I had to look forward to was getting a rental car and driving back to the source of my misery.
"Dennis! Dennis! " The sound of my name being yelled by some children got my attention, but just until I remembered that there were over two hundred people on the flight and the chances that a family man on the flight had the same name as mine, was pretty high. I smiled at my gullibility and kept walking.
"Dennis! Dennis!" There it was again. This time I looked for the source and was surprised to see Brenda and Brandy running up to me. It didn't make sense. No one knew that I was even on the plane. It was only a matter of seconds until the both of them were grabbing at my hands. They never had acted this way before, and I found it to be confusing. Marsha could explain it, I was sure. The only problem was that Marsha was not there; Emily was.
Emily waited with a smile on her face. I set my carry-on bag down and we traded cheek kisses, like you see posh people do in movies, but never see anyone do in real life. It seemed natural and I didn't know what else was expected of me. We were walking towards the terminal exits when a guy approached and asked for my claim tickets. Emily nodded to me and I handed them to him. A limo was waiting by the curb. The two girls were jabbering the entire time. In fact they were talking more today than I had ever heard them speak before. I picked up words like 'limo' and 'Aunt Emily', but I was unable to put any completed sentences together.
Things were suddenly very quiet as the limo doors closed. The hustle and bustle of the terminal were behind us.
"Welcome home, Dennis." Emily took my hand and smiled. I didn't get to respond.
"Isn't it neat, Dennis? Have you ever been in a limo before?" I couldn't tell which one of the girls was talking. I looked over and smiled. I really had missed them.
"No, never."
Brandy started up again. "Dennis, we are going to have a sister. I want to name her Brittany, but Brenda wants to call her Bethany. What do you think, Dennis? What do you want to call her?"
My head was spinning. There were a million questions waiting to be answered, but I was unable to formulate one. The 'new sister' comment started to register. Was Marsha pregnant, and if so, where was she? I paused for a moment and then looked at Emily. She smiled and then glanced down at her stomach. Although it was too early to really feel anything, she put my hand on her stomach.
When Emily had said that a condom wasn't necessary, I had assumed that she was on some sort of birth control. I guess I was wrong.
"Dennis. Are you happy to see us?" Brenda was trying to give me a little kick to get my attention, but the limo seat was a little too far away.
"Yes. I missed the both of you very much and I am very happy to see you."
I was rewarded with two big smiles and a hand squeeze from Emily.
"Am I going to get some sort of explanation?"
Emily leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.
"Maybe and maybe not."
I decided that I really didn't need or want one.
Epilogue. Shortly after I left, Marsha had contacted somebody in the State Attorney's office. Although she had agreed to testify against Hamilton, it never got to trial or even close. Hamilton Ryder's demise brought everything to a complete stop. Somehow or other, a zealous public servant felt that Marsha had to be punished and she was the one that got the short end of the stick. She ended up with three to five years for conspiracy to commit murder and a few other similarly ridiculous charges. An appeal is underway to have it all thrown out. Emily found out that Marsha's sister was not able to take care of Brandy and Brenda, and volunteered to fill in. As amazing as it may seem, Emily and Marsha actually became friends.
I am presently living with Emily and the girls. As soon as Marsha gets out of prison we are all going on a week-long Mediterranean cruise. I am not sure what the sleeping arrangements are going to be, but I am sure that Emily will surprise me. I have two new tuxedos.
Oh yes, I turned down the job.
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The mist completely covered the whole valley in front of the cabin. According to Monica, it was the most beautiful sight in the world. It was easy to see why she had requested that her ashes be scatter there. It was just the three of us; my son Robert and daughter Logan stood by my side as the wind picked up bits of ash from my hand and carried them off.
The cabin was on 120 acres of land that was a little bit North of Hytop and close enough to the Walls of Jericho that we could walk to it on a good day. Upon my death, it would all belong to the Nature Conservatory to become part of one of the greatest natural areas in the Southeast. It was what Monica wanted and I could never refuse her anything.
The homestead still didn't have any power. Forty years ago, I installed a water gathering system using the tin roof and a series of cisterns, but I never did get around to having electricity brought in. We did fine with kerosene lamps and an antique kerosene refrigerator that I kept running for over ten years. Monica never complained. Even after we moved to our new place in Murfreesboro, I always knew that she missed the Hytop cabin.
Monica and I married when we were both in our teens. I had a good job installing aluminum siding for a home builder in Huntsville. It was a long drive, but the money was good. The cabin and the land was a wedding present from Monica's grandfather. I am not sure how long the property had been in her family, but all of the children got a piece when they married. We lucked out and got the only part that had a dwelling.
Robert and Logan were quick to come and were a great comfort for Monica while I was down the mountain at work. It was a wonderful place to raise kids even though they hated the long walk to catch the school bus. At one point, I was going to install a generator for the house, but Monica didn't like the idea of that noisy thing ruining her peace and quiet. I never brought it up again. Running a service line to the cabin was just too damn expensive and we opted to use the funds for other things.
We had a small garden and a few fruit trees. Game was plentiful and Robert and I both became quite proficient at bow hunting. It was a lot quieter than firearms and seemed to be a little fairer to the critters.
While all of this was going on, I managed to teach myself how to play guitar. Actually, I couldn't really play it, but I simply strummed a few cords. I found myself making up little songs that I would use to entertain the kids. As I got better, the tunes got longer and a little more complex. Before I knew it, I was an actual song writer.
I kept installing siding after my first song sold, but in less than a year, it just didn't seem to be a good choice any more. I was spending more time in Nashville than Huntsville. We rented a small house just East of Franklin for about three years, before buying the place in Murfreesboro. It was larger than Monica or I had ever imagined having, but I got it for a good price. The previous owner was one of the living legends from the Grand Ole Opry. His widow was happy to know that we were not planning on changing anything that she and her husband had so carefully built. Monica used to joke that we had become caretakers of an historical monument. It was a marvelous house.
About ten years after Logan and Robert left to start their own families, Monica was diagnosed with cancer. She fought it for a while, but eventually gave up and let it take her as gently as possible. As far as she was concerned the cure was becoming worse that the disease. I was now well established in the music industry, so money was not a problem. A full time hospice staff made sure that her last few months were as comfortable and stress free as possible. I was pretty sure that she felt worse about leaving me alone than she did about dying.
It was a week before she passed on that she told me that she wanted to go back to Hytop without her hospice staff. She insisted that it must just be the two of us. She knew that her time was close and wanted to spend the rest of it alone, with me. I reluctantly agreed with her wishes, but only after spending several hours with the medical people getting briefed and, more or less trained, in my obligations.
Five days after we arrived at the cabin, Monica went quietly while she was sleeping. A friend at the local funeral parlor was able to discretely take care of the cremation for me. There was no viewing and no death announcement as per Monica's final request. My children understood and supported their mother's decision.
After spreading the ashes, we spent the rest of the day at the cabin before Logan and Robert left to rejoin their families. Logan was married to a doctor in Savannah and Robert taught school with his wife, in Fort Collins. They both made the trip to Alabama without their families at my request. It was the way that I felt it should be.
It had been a perfect farewell for the woman that I loved more than anything.
The house in Murfreesboro was in good hands. Our live-in housekeeper, Rose, and her husband Hector assured me that I could take some time away with no concerns. I didn't want to return to the empty shell that Monica and I shared for the last few years. The good memories were clouded by the dismay that I felt after she got sick. All of our friends were somehow connected to my work. They were more acquaintances than anything else. Monica was my only true friend.
I headed south towards Pensacola and the gulf. There were plenty of condos available to rent on a weekly basis, especially if you were not interested in being on the beach. I spent some time at the Naval Air Museum, but that was about it. I wasn't a sand man, so I didn't enjoy the beach or the water. The first week that I was there, I drove over to Alabama three times to enjoy the gumbo at Wolf's Bay Lodge. I used up the evenings trying to find a place to get oysters on the half shell that I felt comfortable with. No luck. The more time that I spent trying to entertain myself, the more depressed I seemed to become. The plus side was that I felt I had a lot of fodder for my next few songs, which I didn't feel like doing right now.
The condo had a small kitchen and I was getting tired of eating out by myself all the time. I decided to hit the local Winn-Dixie to stock up on staples.
It was Wednesday. The sign at the door was advertising that it was 'senior citizens' day and all old farts would get 5% off their total bill. I smiled when I realized how fortunate I was to have picked today. Little did I know that it would actually prove to be quite lucky for me.
I was a little confused the first time that I saw her. She seemed like a proud woman that had been beaten down. As I walked around the store, I couldn't help but watch her and wonder about the relationship that she was having with her escort who was pushing the grocery cart. He was a large man who appeared to be several years older than she was. He wore a flannel shirt and jeans that were two sizes too small for him. A beer gut was trying to hide the John Deere belt buckle that was struggling to hold up his pants. His mouth seemed to be in a nasty snarl that went perfectly with his squinty eyes. She walked an obedient two steps behind him, although it seemed to be by choice rather than as a required position.
I had no trouble at all figuring out that this was not a loving relationship. Of course it was none of my business and if I hadn't found the woman to be so striking, I would have forgotten the whole thing. I was not looking for a relationship. I was still grieving Monica's death and had no intention of replacing her, but something was not right here.
Mister Nasty turned toward the woman and growled something at her which I couldn't fathom. I stopped while she swiftly moved passed me towards a refrigerated counter. As she returned with two cartons of eggs, she looked in my direction. I smiled and she gave me a small, cautious smile back and then quickly looked away. She carefully placed the eggs in the cart, returned to her subservient position, glanced my way, and smiled again when she realized that I was watching her. She seemed coyly embarrassed but flattered.
I was hooked. My shopping trip had suddenly become a lot more interesting. A plain woman, with no make-up and no apparent outstanding virtues, had grabbed my attention and brightened my day. I spent the next hour following them around the store. The more that I watched them, the more I hated the guy. Any woman that allowed a man to inflict that much fear and control over her must have a severe lack of confidence.
I had remembered a fellow when I was young who always wanted a Dalmatian dog. When he finally got one, he was determined to train it properly, but had no idea how to go about doing it. I saw him with his dog a few months later and the dog had now been completely ruined. Every time he raised his hand or his voice the dog would whimper and cower away from him. He had used a newspaper to beat the dog when it didn't do what he wanted or as quickly as he wanted it to do, and now he was stuck. The Dalmatian did end up living with an old widow lady who never scolded or raised her voice. My friend never got another dog.
Today's shopping trip never got any better for 'the Dalmatian' lady. The bastard leading her around was just as ornery when they drove away in his old F100 pick-up. She smiled at me three more times before they left.
That night, I had a hard time falling asleep. All I could think about was the woman at the market. How did such a fine lady end up with that miserable man? Why did she stay with him? In some ways, she reminded me of Monica. When my thinking drifted in that direction, I found myself feeling guilty. My wife had just passed and I was thinking about another woman. There was no connection. I tried to convince myself of that. I wasn't looking for a companion, I was just trying to save a mistreated dog. Then I felt bad that I was putting my market lady in the same class as a dog.
Scrambled eggs and microwave sausages tasted good the next morning. I even made some coffee in a $9.99 coffee pot. As I was finishing my eggs, I found myself making a grocery list for the next week. When I realized what I was subconsciously doing, I couldn't help but snicker.
It was a long week. I bought a new shirt and pants, but couldn't convince myself to buy shoes. Everything that I was doing was based on the assumption that the Dalmatian family shopped each week on senior discount day. If I was wrong, I would probably never see my mystery woman again. I had no plan. I realized that I was actually a stalker. I was preparing to spend a day following a strange, probably married woman around a grocery store with the hope that something would happen. It was stupid and juvenile, but I was starting to enjoy it.
I put on my new clothes and carefully placed my mini shopping list in my shirt pocket. Then I patiently waited for over an hour until the Ford pick-up pulled into the parking lot. She had on jeans and a blue Oxford shirt. I waited until they got close to the store entrance and then I followed them in.
There was nothing to indicate that she was being abused or mistreated, other than the harsh way that she was being spoken to. I guess that was what they usually call verbal abuse. I held back and watched, fascinated by the way she carried herself despite being subject to his constant and repeated barbs. After a while, I got the feeling that most of what I was seeing was an act. Something did not seem real. Was she putting on these subservient airs or were they true?
I was trying my best to be inconspicuous, but I wasn't doing a very good job. She spotted me in the first five minutes. I dropped back some and felt like a school boy who had just been caught trying to look up a girls dress. I was lingering in the canned vegetable aisle chiding myself for being foolish when she suddenly surprised me. I froze as she reached past me and grabbed two cans of garbanzo beans.
"Are you stalking me?" I was shocked and dumbfounded. She was looking directly at me with a stern look on her face, waiting for an answer.
"I think so." I believe the most obvious answer to that question would have been an absolute 'no.' I never did follow the rules, so I didn't give the most obvious answer. I was expecting her to follow up by asking me 'why?,' but she didn't.
"He is a very dangerous man. Be very, very careful."
She turned and rapidly walked away. It was not the reply that I might have anticipated. I thought it was interesting that she didn't tell me to stop, but just to be careful. This was getting curious. For some reason, I no longer viewed her as an abused wife, but as something that I could not define.
I was in a position to watch as she placed the beans in their cart. She quietly spoke to him, but there was no response on his part. I knew that he heard her. I guess a normal man would have gathered up his wits and quietly left the premises. I was not normal.
At one point, I thought that I saw Mister Nasty check me out, but I was not sure. Twice, the object of my eye looked my way, squinted her eyebrows, and shook her head 'no.' The second time. I smiled back at her and gave her the same non-verbal reply. I was rewarded with a frown.
I could tell that they were almost finished and then she suddenly appeared beside me in the dairy department.
"Why are you doing this?" She stood toe-to-toe with me and stared directly into my face.
"Are you being abused or mistreated in any way?" I was trying my best to act serious as well as concerned.
"What? Are you crazy? No. I am not being abused. Don't do this again. It can be very dangerous for you."
"Dangerous? How can it be dangerous?"
She didn't answer. As she started to walk away, I asked another quick question.
"Are you happy?"
She stopped, turned, and paused. "No, I am not happy, but I am safe. That is all that matters."
"I can help you."
By the time that came out of my mouth, she was rapidly walking back to her escort. She did turn and give me a slight smile before going to the checkout counter.
I watched from inside the store as they loaded their groceries. I finished gathering my few meager items and left also. I couldn't tell if it had been a productive use of my time or a complete waste. As I started to back out of my parking spot, I spotted the Ford pick-up in my rear view mirror, a few rows away. Mister Nasty was taking pictures of me and my truck through his windshield. All of a sudden I knew that I would be back again next week with the senior citizens shopping crowd.
It was a long week. I called Rose and assured her that everything was all right. Then I called the kids, just to let them know that I was not going off the deep end in remorse. I tried the fried oysters at Wolf's Bay Lodge instead of the gumbo. I don't know why, but I just felt that I needed a change. I was anxious for the next shopping day, but I had no idea what I was going to do.
Things took an unexpected twist that week and I was not prepared for it. The Dalmatian family showed up as usual and I tried to stay inconspicuous, but did a lousy job. Ten minutes after they arrived, she approached me, alone in the produce department. She didn't confront me, but rather stood beside me picking through the avocados as if we didn't know each other.
"Arland, listen carefully. Can you be ready to leave next week?"
What the hell was going on? How did she know my name and what was I getting ready for?
In a desperate effort to maintain my self-composure I replied with confidence. "Yes."
"Good. Park your truck in the loading area behind the market and meet me here, in the produce section at 9 AM. Any questions?"
I was caught totally off guard. Yes, I had a million questions, but I wasn't ready to ask them now. I smiled and shook my head 'no.'
"Now leave before anyone sees us." She said that with an air of authority that I was unfamiliar with. As she turned to walk away, I couldn't help myself any longer.
"What's your name?"
She turned with a small smile. "Morna. My name is Morna."
Was it a joke? Was she shining me on in some fashion? I would have to wait until next week to find out. In any event the stalking game was over. If it was a ruse to get rid of me, I decided to take the hint and just return to Tennessee. If she did show up, I would be going back home anyway. It did not take long to prepare for the move. I decided to take my $9.99 coffee pot with me.
I was only in the produce section for ten minutes when she slowly walked past me.
"Count to twenty and follow me back to the rest room area."
The rest rooms were located in the rear of the market as you enter the warehouse. As I walked past them, a young girl, dressed exactly like Morna was coming out of the ladies room. She smiled at me and entered the main market. Morna was standing across from the warehouse area by the rear entrance. She motioned for me to hurry, but I couldn't help glancing back into the store. Her double was now standing beside of Mister Nasty helping him select some Grapefruit. I was snickering to myself as I walked out the back to catch up with Morna. What the hell was going on?
At some point, a soft-sided duffle had been placed in the back of the truck. I assumed it contained Morna's things. I noticed it, but didn't say anything. Ten minutes later, we had left the city limits, heading North. Neither of us had said a word since leaving the store. I still had a million questions, but felt overwhelmed by the whole scenario; so I didn't ask any of them. Morna looked straight ahead, occasionally glancing in her side view mirror. After another ten minutes, she sighed slightly and seemed to get a little more comfortable in her seat.
"So, Mister Hawke. Now that you have me what are your intentions?"
All of a sudden. I realized that I had never thought this far ahead. What the hell were my intentions? What was I doing and why had I gotten involved with this woman? I felt a little foolish because I had no answer for her simple, straight-forward question. She was looking at me with a pixie smile, as if she was pleased with the question. For the first time, I noticed that her eyes were green. Not greenish, but actually green. Although her hair was close cropped, I could also tell that it had a natural reddish tint to it; more auburn than red. She had freckles.
"Mister Hawke? Do you have an answer for me?"
"I'm sorry. My mind was wandering for a moment. What was the question again?"
I had remembered what she asked, but I was trying to stall until I could come up with some sort of explanation.
She repeated the question and I detected a slight giggle.
I replied in my most serious voice. "I am going to take you to my home and make you my sex slave."
I have no idea what made me blurt out such a ridiculous thing. As soon as it left my mouth, I regretted that I had said it; that was until I heard her giggle again.
"Is that the home in Tennessee or the one in Alabama?"
Who the hell was this woman? She knew my complete name and where I lived and had lived. I didn't answer, but gave her an inquisitive look which got me another pixyish smile. She seemed to be enjoying my discomfort. Actually, I was enjoying it somewhat. I was a poor judge of people's ages, especially women. She seemed to be in her mid to late thirties. Her nails were cut very close and there appeared to be scars on her hands and arms. The scars didn't seem to be from abuse, but from work of some type.
She didn't say anything else until we hit I-65 North. She had the upper hand in the conversation department. Up until she called my bluff, I had felt in control. Now I felt that I was being used in some fashion, but it didn't bother me; in fact I kind of enjoyed it.



"What exactly does a sex slave do, Arland?"
I knew now that she was playing with me. How did I know? Well that was Monica's favorite game. Clever repertoire was her strong point. I got the feeling that Morna would be as good at the game as my wife was and turn out to a far better companion than I had imagined; but I had no idea how long she would be staying with me.
"Actually, I was hoping that you could help me out with that. I am sort of new at this game and I was looking for someone who could teach me."
"And you thought that I was a good candidate?"
"Absolutely! You are incredibly beautiful and you have a great body. I can't imagine anyone else for the job."
What had previously been a snicker had now turned into a quiet laugh; but the pixyish smile remained.
Things were quiet for a while. I got gas and we picked up a dozen Krystals and two cokes at a drive-thru window. Her appetite was as good as her attitude.
"How did you find out what my name was and where my homes were?"
"The license plate on your truck."
"I am not stupid. I know that there was more to it than that."
"Oh, there was. A lot more. You would be surprised at what I know about you."
"Why did you decide to leave with me?"
"I already answered that. I know everything about you, Arland Eugene Hawke; everything."
"And I, on the hand don't know a thing about you. I don't even know if Morna is your real name."
" It is. Morna Roberta Keene. So now we are on an even playing field."
"I don't think so."
Somewhere, just south of Birmingham, she turned on the radio. Of course, all of the presets were for Country and Western stations. She flicked through them and then settled in on the one with the clearest audio. Things were quiet for thirty minutes until Garth started singing "Life Goes On," a song that I had written just for him.
"Hey, Arland. How about that? That's one of your songs." She sat up in the seat and smiled my way.
How the hell did she know that?
We grabbed a sit-down meal at the Cracker Barrel along the Interstate in Athens, Alabama. We would be home in a few hours. What the hell was I going to do then?
After we crossed into Tennessee, Morna hunkered down into her seat to get settled in for the last leg of the journey.
"Arland, I was sorry to hear about your wife. It seems as if you had a good marriage. I know that you miss her. If I say or do anything that makes you feel uncomfortable, I want to apologize ahead of time."
I don't know what brought that on. I just looked at her and smiled.
I called Rose and asked her to get the guest room ready. When we arrived at the house, I got an odd look from her, but she didn't say anything in front of our guest. Morna seemed happy to take a shower and go to bed. However, Rose and Hector insisted that I retire to the kitchen and explain myself over a hot cup of coffee. I felt like a little kid who had just swiped a piece of candy. Rose and Hector were not happy with my recap of the events and promised another intervention after they got to interview my captive. Monica was still warm in her grave and I bought a young, sexy creature home with no good explanation.
I didn't sleep well that night. I was now feeling guilty; as if I had betrayed the memory of my wife. I have no idea what had motivated me to do something that rash. How could I make this right?
I slept longer than usual and was finally awakened by laughter in the kitchen. It appeared as if Morna had, in some manner, won over my housekeeping staff. She had a way of speaking to people that made them feel comfortable. Was it a silver tongue, a gift of gab, or just blarney. Was Morna an Irish name? I had no idea.
For some reason, I became the brunt of several suggestive comments at the breakfast table. It appeared that Morna had told Rose and Hector about my 'sex slave' comment and they were all having a good laugh about it. The comments were of such a nature that I was both embarrassed and flattered. Morna seemed to be enjoying my discomfort.
After a hardy morning meal, things seemed to normalize. I was now in the embarrassing position of having to explain my rash actions to my guest. Did the word 'guest' even apply? At this point, I didn't know if I had rescued her, kidnapped her, or just seduced her. I immediately discarded the last possibility. I did not have the looks, charm, or verbal skills to seduce anyone.
There was a nice little brook about 100 yards behind the house. It was a year-round stream with large rocks and thousands of little unidentifiable to me, fish. The rough-hewed bench aside of the creek was made from cypress. It seemed like an ideal place to get a few things answered. We sat quietly for a few moments. I had no idea how to start the conversation. Morna saved me the trouble.
"So, Arland? Exactly why did you bring me here and don't give me that sex slave crap again?"
It was a comfortable location and a comfortable place to talk.
"I am not sure. When I first saw you with that Neanderthal I just felt the need to do something." She was smiling.
I looked over when she let out a small giggle.
"What? What was so humorous about that? I was being serious."
"Arland, that Neanderthal was my father, Shamus McCall Keene. He is loving and caring. I am afraid he looks a lot meaner than he really is."
"Oh, crap. Now I really feel like an idiot."
"And so you should. And so you should." She repeated herself just to emphasize the point.
"You are not married?"
"Heavens no! No man in his right mind would have me."
"What does that mean? You are a beautiful and intelligent woman. Any sane man would be lucky to have you."
"Alas, Arland, things are not always as they seem."
I sat quietly trying to absorb things and she sat quietly waiting for me to ask more questions. I felt like a school boy taking a girl out on a first date. We glanced at each other and both let out a little laugh.
"You are not from around here are you?"
"No. We are from Scotland; Portpatrick to be exact."
"I never heard of it." A few more moments of stressful silence passed.
"And exactly why are you here, and why do you appear to be so secretive?"
"Well, it appears that Dad and I screwed that up a bit. We were supposed to blend in so that we wouldn't be noticed."
"I noticed you, but maybe it was just because you were... ". I stopped without completing the sentence. I didn't want to look like a moonstruck teenager.
"I was what, Arland?"
"Striking. That is the best word I can think of. When I saw you, I just put all of the pieces together in my head and found myself interested."
"Did I remind you of Monica?"
"Yes and no. That first day, I felt guilty when I returned to my room. I felt that I was betraying Monica just by noticing you. She wasn't even cold in the ground and I was looking at another woman. It took a whole week for me to sort things out in my head. The good thing was that finding you brought me out of my emotional slump. Just being interested in something again was a big improvement over wallowing in self pity. I miss Monica deeply. She was my first and only love."
I had to stop and pause for a few seconds. Morna put her hand on my knee, not in a romantic way, but in a comforting way.
"Arland. Was your interest in me romantic or something else?"
"I don't know. I wasn't looking for sex or romance. I think I was just worried about spending the rest of my life alone. If that sounds as if I am using you in some manner to replace Monica, I apologize. That is not and never will be my intention. Oh, crap. I am doing it again."
"Doing what?"
"Morna, I write songs for a living. Lyrics I can handle, but every time I try to have a conversation with somebody the words always get tangled up. I am just afraid that if we talk any longer, I will say or do something stupid that will hurt your feelings and make me feel bad. Maybe we should just go back up to the house?"
"I am pretty thick-skinned, Arland. Don't worry about me so much."
As we started back up to the lodge, I felt the need to ask another question.
"Morna. Why did your father let you leave with me? You have no idea who I am or what I might do?"
"That is not really true. I couldn't stay with my father too much longer for many reasons. The most important was that he had to get back to work. We had been looking for a safe place for me to stay for a while when he returned home. We were not having a whole lot of luck until you showed up."
"Why couldn't you just go home?"
"It was just not safe."
"Oh, I see. You are a fugitive."
"Sort of. I am not a criminal or anything like that, but there are people who would like to get their hands on me."
"Morna. I am not going to ask you any more questions. I think it is better that people have a few secrets from each other."
"You are a wise man, Arland." She gave my arm a little squeeze as we entered the house.
Hector was busy outside working at something. Rose gave us a glance as we entered the house and I swear that she gave Morna a wink. Morna continued on to her room as I grabbed a mug and starting pouring myself a fresh coffee.
"Mister Hawke. I believe that Ms. Monica would have liked her." Rosa was standing at the sink with her back to me as she spoke.
"Was it wrong for me to bring her here, Rose?"
"It was a little fast, but we don't think it was wrong. Actually Hector and I talked to Robert and Logan after you left. They said that their mother told them to find someone for you after she was gone."
"Why? Why would she do that?"
Rose turned my way and laughed. "She felt that you were unable to take care of yourself and needed a strong woman to guide you."
"Monica said that?"
"Si! Several times. To me and to the kids. Hector and I spend a lot of time trying to figure out who could meet her standards."
"Standards? What standards?"
Rose didn't get a chance to answer as Morna came back into the room. "Ah. I see that you two are plotting something. Do you care to let me in on it?"
"My faithful housekeeper has just informed me that she thinks that you will make an excellent sex slave. She said that the orgy room will be ready this afternoon."
I was rewarded with a wet dish rag that Rose immediately flung towards my face. I couldn't tell which one of them was laughing more; Rose or Morna.
The two of them started jabbering in Spanish as I retreated to the safety of the back porch with my coffee. What was a Scottish girl doing speaking Spanish as if it was her native tongue. They seemed to be having a good time at my expense.
I sat quietly for a long time contemplating what Rose had said. Would Monica really want me to get on with my life? I had given serious thought about spending the rest of my life relishing her memory and writing songs about my memories; our memories. I stared at the empty mug, trying to figure something out. I had nothing. It was time to get things back to normal while I adjusted.
"Rose. I have to run into Nashville to the studio for a couple of hours. Can you keep Morna occupied for a while?"
While Rose nodded in the affirmative, the two of them stood side by side and giggled like school girls. This was going to get interesting.
Writing songs for a living was not all about putting notes and words on paper. I was deep into the grind for several hours when I got the phone call.
"Mister Hawke. Mister Hawke. It is Rose."
"Yes, I know. What is wrong?"
"They have kidnapped her, Mister Hawke. Three men broke into the house and kidnapped Miss Morna."
"When?"
"About an hour ago. I tried to call you, but they all said that you were too busy to interrupt. We called the police and they called the FBI. You have to come home Mister Hawke."
"Okay. Take it easy. I will be home as soon as I can."
"They left a ransom note. They want two million dollars."
"What? Never mind. I am leaving now."
Even with the afternoon traffic, I was able to cover the forty miles in less than an thirty minutes. There were two State Police vehicles out front and an ominous black SUV. For a half an hour, I was busy trying to figure out why anyone would want to kidnap Morna and also how anyone would know that she was even there.
"Mister Hawke. I am FBI agent Hemmings and this is agent Sims." He nodded towards a clone of himself who was madly tapping away on a laptop or I-pad type computer.
"Can I get some type of update or recap of what happened?" I noticed that Hector was holding a frozen bag of peas against the side of his face, while Rose comforted him.
"From what your housekeeper tells us, three men wearing ski masks, entered the house and demanded to see Mrs. Hawke. Mister Morales noticed and followed them in. He attempted to protect his wife and was rewarded with a rifle butt to the side of his head. About that time, Mrs. Hawke entered the room and was immediately incapacitated from behind with a taser or something similar. They grabbed Mrs. Hawke, left a ransom note on the table and left in a white panel truck with Tennessee plates."
I looked over at Rose with an inquisitive look on my face. She shrugged her shoulders in a silent reply.
"Can I see the note?"
"Mister Hawke. If you want to see your wife again it will cost you two million dollars."
"This is a joke, right?"
"What do you mean?"
"Agent Hemmings, my wife Monica died six weeks ago in Hytop Alabama. These guys did not kidnap my wife."
"I tried to tell them, Mister Hawke, but they would not listen to me." Rose sounded a little indignant from across the room.
Agent Hemmings stood quietly and looked at me. Agent Sims stopped tapping away at his keys. The room got completely silent.
"Then who did they take?"
"It was our house guest, Morna. She just arrived here with me last night."
"Did they know who she was?" Hemmings seemed concerned.
"I doubt it. Rose what did they say?"
"Like I told them, they wanted Mrs. Hawke. That is what they said several times; 'Mrs. Hawke'."
Hemmings and Sims had a small private conversation while I helped Rose take Hector into the kitchen. A couple of EMT guys arrived, checked Hector out, and announced that he was fit for duty, so to say.
Hemmings asked one of the State Police cars to stay and sent the other one back when the EMT personnel left.
Agent Sims started clacking keys again. "Mister Hawke, what is Morna's full name? If you know, it might help us."
"Morna Roberta Keene."
After a few moments of key tapping he looked up. "Are you certain that that is the name of the woman who was here?"
"Yeah! Morna Roberta Keene. She is from Scotland and I met her in Pensacola.Her father's name is Shamus McCall Keene. That got the attention of Agent Hemmings who had been busy on his smart phone.
"Did you say Shamus Keene?" Hemmings lost all interest in his phone.
"Sir! We have a problem." Sims was quite emphatic as he turned his computer screen towards Hemmings.
"Mister Hawke. Is this the lady that is staying with you?" Sims turned the screen my way so that I could see the picture of Morna in some type of military uniform. I nodded in the affirmative.
At that moment, Hemmings' cell phone rang. "Yes sir! Yes sir! No sir! We did not do it intentionally, sir! She has been seized, sir. No Sir! We just became aware of it. I understand. We will hold put until they get here. No sir!"
With a sigh, Hemmings put his phone in his pocket. "Sims, turn off the damn computer. Get all of our stuff together. We are being relieved."
"Do you guys want to tell me what the hell is going on?"
"We can't. Let me just say that as soon as we brought up the Morna Keene web page several government agencies were immediately notified. Special agents are on their way from Huntsville and Memphis. They will be taking over."
"I thought the FBI took care of kidnappings."
"I am afraid this is no longer classified as a kidnapping."
"Rose? Can you make us some fresh coffee; lots of it."
Things were quiet for about twenty minutes when Hemmings got a call. I had a ton of questions, but Hemmings and Sims were not up to any conversation. The phone call was a bunch of "yes sir" and "no sir" comments. When he hung up he looked at me and Sims.
"The Pensacola Naval Air Station is bringing Shamus Keene here by helicopter. He will be arriving within the hour."
Rose was starting a second batch of coffee when the new people started to arrive. The CIA came in an SUV from Memphis. The NSA from Huntsville landed a helicopter in my back yard. It the middle of it all appeared Shamus Keene and he did not look happy. It seemed that everyone knew what was going on. Hemmings and Sims did not have to brief anybody about anything. They quietly left the room for the front porch and seemed a bit relieved.
"Where the hell is she?" Shamus didn't ask. He demanded.
One of the new people had a full-sized computer screen with a map of the local area. A green light was blinking in an area that appeared to be about three miles from the house. "5,000 yards NNE sir and moving this way rapidly."
"Where is the housekeeper?" Shamus was on a roll, but I would not allow Rose to become subject to his wrath. As Rose entered the room I stood beside and slightly in front of her, trying to appear protective in some manner.
"Relax Hawke. I am not going to hurt her."
In a quiet, calm voice, he carefully questioned Rose. "Tell me now, exactly where was Morna when the men attacked her?"
"She had just come out of the kitchen, here." Rose pointed. "The man with the shocker was standing behind the door so that she could not see him. He touched her with it before she even knew that he was there."
"She did not have a chance to defend herself?"
"No! Absolutely not."
"Thank you, Rose." Shamus seemed pleased with the answer.
The CIA agent in charge raised his head from his phone. "We have located the van and the house that they took her to. Our people have taken and secured the area."
"What is the situation?" It appeared that Shamus Keene had taken over the entire operation.
"I need status." was all the CIA man said. About one minute later he got a reply and repeated it.
"Three men dead. One with a broken neck and two with crushed larynxes. No one else is present."
Shamus Keene was smiling. That put everyone else at ease.
"Sir. The target is now 3,000 yards and approaching rapidly."
From the map, it was easy to determine which direction she would be coming from. I decided to wander down to the bench by the creek and wait.
"Where are you going Mister Hawke?"
I smiled at the ugly behemoth. "Would you like to join me?"
"No. No. Take your time. I believe everything is now under control. I'll be waiting here at the house. Do you have any Johnny Walker?"
I nodded to Rose and she smiled on her way to the liquor cabinet.
Hemmings and Sims were sitting on the front porch, looking relieved. I decided to chat a little before taking my stroll.
"Are you guys ready to give me a little more information as to what the hell is going on?"
Sims smiled and shrugged his shoulders. Hemmings sort of laughed and said "Aw hell. Why not?"
"Shamus Keene is an SAS battalion commander. Morna is his daughter."
"SAS? That is a British unit similar to our Navy SEALS?"
"Sort of, but not quite as wet and they have a longer training period."
"Okay, but that doesn't explain anything."
"Shamus Keene is a single parent. Morna's mother died when she was five. Shamus raised her by himself, with a nanny, of course."
I just sat and looked at Hemmings. He knew that I was waiting for more.
"When Morna turned 18, she joined the military. When she requested a transfer to the SAS, she was refused. Women are not allowed in the SAS. Shamus was furious at his daughter's rejection."
"Why would a father want his daughter to become a member of a elite fighting unit?"



"Pride, I guess. Stubborn pride. Her rejection was a slap in the face to him."
"So what did he do?"
"Daddy pulled a few strings and got Morna in some special programs with the Israeli Army."
"What programs?"
Hemmings looked over to Sims who had his iPod up and running again.
Sims realized that he was being prompted and starting reading blurbs from some web site.
"I am not familiar with most of this. It says here that Morna was attached to or involved with different units, mostly for specialized training; Unit Yaban, Gadsar Nahal, Palsar Nahal, and Shayetet 13. I have no idea what they are or what they do. She is also fully qualified in Krav Maga."
"Hemmings, can you sum this up for me?"
"Shamus Keene had his daughter trained to be a stone cold killer for the Israeli military."
"That doesn't make sense."
"Mister Hawke. What did the CIA people just report about the kidnappers?"
"They found three dead men in the house that they took Morna to."
"Did they find her?"
"No."
"What do you think happened to those men?"
"What do you mean?"
"Did somebody come and rescue her, or do you think that she might have saved herself?"
"Okay! Okay! All that aside what were they doing here in the States and why was Shamus, Mister Keene, with her?"
"She was in hiding. About four months ago a group of Turkish insurgents kidnapped the son of an Israeli diplomat in London and took him to Sanday Island near Orkney. They were waiting for a boat to pick them up. Morna was with the group that went in to rescue the boy. She killed four men, captured the ring leader and saved the lad. The group responsible for the kidnapping, put a five million pound bounty on her head."
"That still doesn't explain why they were in the states."
"Within the next month, there were three attempts to kill or capture Morna. They decided it was time for her to take a vacation, so to speak."
"Okay. So I take it that Shamus was tagged with protection detail for his own daughter."
"Right. He volunteered, but his involvement was only supposed to be temporary. Their primary purpose was to find a safe place for her to stay for a few years."
"I am guessing that it didn't work out too well?"
"I don't really know, but from the looks of things they seem to have decided that she might be safe with you."
"Wow! That is both flattering and insulting at the same time. However, it didn't work out too well did it?"
Sims and Hemmings both seemed to get my lame attempt at making a joke.
I sat for a few more moments and then decided to continue on my way.
All of the government people, including Hemmings and Sims, were now congregating at the front of the house preparing to leave. I casually walked down to the stream, still wondering about all of the things that I did not know. I had just gotten comfortable in the cypress bench when I heard her across the water.
"How was your run?" It was the cleverest thing I could think of at the time.
Morna stopped, put her hands on her knees, and bent over to catch her breath. "Not bad except the briers are just terrible. Aren't you supposed to be at work?"
"I took off early since we have company."
She gave me a quizzical look as she started across the creek, trying not to get her feet too wet.
"Company?"
"Your father decided to pay us a visit."
"What? I haven't even been gone a full day."
"I think he was worried about you."
She sat down and smiled. "How about you? Were you worried about me?"
"No. Why? Should I be?"
She scooted over towards me and took my hand.
"Is my father upset with me?"
"Upset? I don't think so. He seemed to be more worried or concerned."
She squeezed my hand a little and sighed. "I don't think he is happy with my career choice."
"Really? I thought that you were doing what he wanted you to do."
"No. I was doing what I told him I wanted to do because I thought it was what he wanted me to do. I think he wanted a boy."
"From what the government people up at the house are saying, you are quite good at your job."
"I am my father's daughter. I wanted him to be proud."
"He seems to be proud of you, and very protective." I added.
"Every time I go on a mission or exercise he gets tense."
"What do you want to do?"
She didn't answer right away. "Let's go up to the house. I have to speak with Shamus."
She actually held my hand as we walked to the lodge. "Arland, why are there two helicopters here?"
"One brought your father, and one belongs to NSA. The CIA came in regular SUV's"
"Sounds a little like overkill to me."
Shamus did his best not to show any emotion at the sight of his daughter, but he caved in at the end. I noticed a small tear in his eye as he wrapped his massive arms around her. Both of them quickly broke apart and the airs of confidence and self-assurance overtook them before the rest of the room.
I joined Hector and Rose in the kitchen as the impromptu debriefing started in the main room. Rose insisted that I refuel with a hot bowl of red beans and rice. She knew my weak spot. I washed it down with two cold long necks and finished up with a large mug of coffee. Hector and Rose actually seemed to be a little excited by the events of the day, even though Hector ended up with a good sized bruise. Rose called him her hero and seemed to be pampering the heck out of him, to my amusement and his discomfort.
All of the Government people seemed to disappear as fast as they arrived. As the day ended, the only visitors left were Shamus and his helicopter pilot. The navy flyboy enjoyed his red beans and rice as much as I did.
Morna excused herself for a badly needed shower and Shamus looked my way and nodded towards the front porch.
"Mister Hawke. The events of the day were unexpected and to say the least unusual. There was no way that you could have prepared for this or prevented it. Whatever you do, do not beat yourself up over this."
When he sat down on the porch rocker, I was momentarily afraid that the chair would collapse, but it held.
"Thanks for the approval, however, I am afraid that it is all my fault. None of this was any of my business. I had no right to get involved. I was stupid and naive about the whole situation. Next time, I will mind my own business."
"Mister Hawke, do you have any of that Johnny Walker left?"
"Red or Black?"
"Surprise me."
Five minutes later, we were settled again watching the sun set.
"I need a favor Arland. You don't mind if I call you Arland, do you?"
"Not at all."
"Morna would like to stay with you for a while. Would that be a burden for you?"
"Absolutely not, however, she hardly knows me. Why would she make this decision?"
"She is a good judge of character. She feels comfortable with you. She trusts you. If any problems come up, she feels that she can protect you."
"Whoa! Isn't that supposed to be the other way around? I thought that I would be the one to protect her?"
The big man was laughing and the poor rocker was in fear for its life. "That was a joke, Mister Hawke, I mean Arland. You are taking this all too seriously."
The red sunset meant that tomorrow would be a beautiful day. We both sat quietly for a few moments.
"I will, of course reimburse you for any expenses you understand."
"Be careful Mister Keene. I could construe that as being insulting."
"Mister Keene, I don't want to change the subject, but how were the Government people able to locate Morna so easily?"
"She has a chip in her shoulder. We can find her any time at almost any place in the world."
"That means that other people can also find her."
"You are absolutely right. That might possibly be something to consider down the road."
"I understand that some not very nice people are looking for her?"
"I take that to be a question. The answer is 'yes' and I don't know, at this point, how quickly I can change that.
"How long would this arrangement be for?"
"You need companionship Mister Hawke. Morna needs companionship, and I need piece of mind. I don't have an answer for you."
"She doesn't need an old man. She needs somebody young and robust."
"Okay. Than just let her hang out with you awhile until the right guy comes along."
He was shaking the ice in his glass as he noticed the smile on my face.
"Why is that funny?"
"As far as I am concerned, I don't think anyone will be good enough in my eyes. Do want a refill on that?"
"No. I have to get going as soon as I say good-bye to my daughter. There is a small problem in the Falklands that I must take care of."
Morna and I stood on the porch and watched the helicopter take off for the return to Pensacola. The flashing lights were fading away towards the South and she took my hand and walked into the house.
"Arland. How soon can you show me the Walls of Jericho?"
Robert took a teaching position in Nashville and moved into the Murfreesboro house after Morna and I moved to Hytop. Rose and Hector stayed on with Robert and his wife. Of course, I continued to pay their salaries.
A troublesome black bear who took to raiding trash cans and campsites in the area was quietly relocated to the Chattahoochee National Forrest with a GPS chip in his shoulder. If anybody came looking for Morna in the future they would be in for a big surprise. The vet who did the GPS transfer also presented Morna with her first puppy; a Chow and Great Dane mix. It was one ugly dog, but Morna loved him.
I tried to get Morna interested in bow hunting with no success. A few months later a package arrived from Shamus containing a new, state of the art crossbow and three dozen bolts. It scared the crap out of me, but Morna loved it. I don't know how she got in touch with him and I didn't ask.
We did make one major change to the cabin; solar panels and a full DC electrical system brought us into the modern world.
At first I was afraid that we would have to be constantly on alert for people interested in bringing harm to Morna. As time passed the anxiety faded. Robert and Logan visited about once a year. Morna was instantly accepted by both families. Rose and Hector even came over once.
Shamus dropped in several times a year and each time complained about not having any grandchildren on the way. I told him that it would never happen until he gave me permission to marry his daughter.
On the first of June, Morna and I were quietly married by a Justice of the Peace in Scottsboro.
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The confrontation
The Yuengling Black and Tan was warm. It was ice cold when I sat down.
She would be home soon. She was always at home when the kids got off of the school bus. I had the drapes drawn, because the sunlight coming through the living room window was depressing. Right now, today, the darkness felt warn and comforting. I was not looking forward to the confrontation. I was ill equipped, both mentally and emotionally, to handle it. My biggest fear was my anger. As a child, I was prone to temper tantrums. As an adult, I was unsure. In any event, it had to be quick, because the school bus would arrive in about an hour. They cannot know. I will do everything in my power to keep them from knowing.
Ten years of marriage down the drain. Ten years of my life wasted. Ten years of planning and dreaming, for nothing. There was no future to look forward to. Nothing.
A sensible man would have been musing about what he was going to say, or how he was going to approach the coming discussion. Every time I tried to think of a clever line or comment, I came up blank. It always reverted back to the same point; self-pity. I was feeling sorry for myself and sorry for what my kids might have to go through. It was unacceptable. No plan of attack presented itself. Stupidly, I sat and waited for the situation to unfold. I was not ready.
I drank the last of the warm beer as she opened the door.
"John! What the hell are you doing sitting in the dark?" She walked over to the window to open the drapes.
"No! Let them shut a while. "
It was not a normal situation. I was never home in the middle of the day. I was always at work. Maybe that was part of the problem. She looked pensive as she put down her purse and jacket.
"Are you ill?"
"No. Just depressed and disappointed."
"Do you want to talk about it? Is there anything that I can do?"
"There is nothing you can do, but I do want to talk about it. I just don't know how or where to start."
"Is everything okay at work?"
"Stop! Please stop. Just sit and listen. I will say what I have to say as best as I can. You don't have to say anything. In fact, I would prefer if you didn't say anything."
Courtney sat and looked at her hands. I heard her quietly mumble to herself; "Oh crap."
"I know about you and Mitch Cooper."
She slowly looked up at me and even in the dimly lit room, I could see the moisture in her eyes. Not tears, but almost. She started to say something, but I held up my hand.
I didn't know what to do. I had no battle plan. In frustration, I threw the empty long neck across the room and stalked out the front door. She stood up but did nothing to try and stop me.
Recovery
I had no idea where I was going or what I was going to do. Matters of this nature were alien to me. First and foremost, were the children. Courtney and I both came from broken homes. I swore that no matter what, my kids would never have to go through that. That meant that divorce was out of the question. It also meant that abandonment was not an option. I was screwed.
My first stop was Gilbert Enterprises. There was plenty of vacation time on the books and I had no trouble getting a week off. I had a small staff working for me, but they were all competent and able to fill in, in my absence. I started working at Gilbert twelve years ago as an apprentice draftsman, and now I was in charge of the entire graphics office, including a small cadre of maintenance personnel. I worked hard and I was rewarded for my efforts.
It looked like the summer trip to Dollywood was off the schedule.
Shortly after I started at Gilbert, I met Courtney. I was always a bit confused as to how we met. It was some sort of bar-be-que at one of the engineers houses. I was there and then all of a sudden she was there with me. It wasn't as if I pursued her or anything. She started chatting, which was unusual, because girls usually avoided me. I was not what you would call boyfriend material. I was too skinny, too tall and too dorky. Courtney had been a year ahead of me in high school and had hung with the cool kids. In fact, I remembered that she spent a lot of time with one of the 'Fonzie' wannabe guys. Yep, you guessed it; his name was Mitch.
One thing led to another, and in less than a year, we were married and pregnant. At the time, it all seemed normal and above board. I was happy, and she seemed happy.
Courtney was pretty much normal in all aspects. She didn't stand out in a crowd or draw attention to herself in any fashion. As far as I was concerned, she was perfect.
One year after our son Bobby was born, we had our daughter Dani. Everything was absolutely great; for ten years.
Normally, people spend large amounts at restaurants when they are celebrating something. I ended up spending an exorbitant amount at my favorite sushi bar to drown my sorrows. Nothing was off the menu, and I treated myself to all of the delights that I always passed up because of the price. Two hours later, I found myself at a Best Western hotel throwing up my expensive indulgence. It was better going in than coming out. I just was not good at this pity party stuff.
I needed a plan. I needed help. I had a whole week to figure something out.
Gathering facts
There was no point in messing around with insurance, checking or credit cards. There was nothing to change there. Our lifestyle would have to remain the same. I knew that some explanation would be required from Courtney, but I really didn't want it. If she admitted everything and I was forced to accept what she told me, then I would officially be a cuckold. I could not figure out how to avoid that. There was no way that she could or would deny it. That was not in her nature. I had no idea of the depth of the affair. I didn't know how long it had been going on or how serious it was. Was she planning on leaving me? Too damn many unanswered questions.
I finally located a few old school friends who were aware of Mitch and Courtney's relationship. What was interesting was that there never seemed to be a break up or falling out. As far as anyone knew, they were always a couple. Some of them were aware that I had married Courtney, but that was all.
Mitch Cooper was a good looking guy and very charismatic. Just my opposite. He also was not very ambitious; academically or career wise. He barely finished high school, and had been working at a local Firestone Tire company store for the last ten years. He wasn't a manager or anything; just a tire installer. Now there is nothing wrong with being a tire man, but at some point, most individuals advance to become shop or store managers. Mitch was still working at the entry level, and seemed to be content with it.
I was confused. What was the attraction? I worked my butt off to provide for my family and was rewarded with infidelity. I guess other women would have appreciated my efforts, but no other women ever expressed an interest in me. I was with Courtney because she wanted me to be with her. But then; why...
I spent all day talking with old friends, acquaintances and classmates. Putting everything together gave me a pretty clear picture. Courtney and Mitch never had a falling out. As far as anyone knew, they were always a couple and many of them assumed that they still were. I had never questioned her about her relationship with him. I didn't want to know. I assumed that it was old history and that she had moved on. I was not jealous, suspicious or worried about my marriage. I guess that was my mistake. Now, I knew that I had to confront her. It would be difficult for me, and I am sure for her. I was just hoping that she didn't hurt me too much. Of course, I still had no idea what I was hoping to gain or how I was going to eliminate the problem.
Answers
I was able to get a small private table at Luciano's the next evening. We could talk without being overheard or interrupted. Courtney arrived right on time, looking good, but apprehensive. She sat and smiled, but said nothing.
We ordered, ate and enjoyed the wine. It was awkward to say the least. Neither of us mentioned the problem at hand. Finally, the coffee came and I decided to open Pandora's box.
"Can I get some sort of an explanation without any emotional rhetoric?"
"Rather than try and explain, could you give me some idea of just what you want to know? It might be easier and quicker that way." Was this a way to avoid disclosing something that I was unaware of, or was it an honest reaction to my request?
"How long?" It was a short question and hopefully I would get a short answer.
"Twelve years."
Needless to say I was shocked, and I am sure that my expression showed it. She saw my reaction and looked away, avoiding my eyes.
"You have been seeing him the entire time we have been married?"
"Yes." There was no embellishment to go with her answer. It was short and to the point. She sat silent, waiting for my next question. I was struggling to stay seated. Part of me was wanting to get up and leave, but I really needed a better answer. I motioned to the waiter for refills on the coffee. Things were not going as I anticipated.
"Why did you marry me?" I was trying to keep the questions clean and easy, but I felt that the answer to this one would be more complicated.
"The quick answer; because you could give me what he could not or would not."
That answer generated a whole bunch of new questions. I was hesitant to respond too quickly because I didn't want to interrupt the conversation flow. I amazed myself that I had the ability to hold my temper, and then I realized that I was actually becoming intrigued by the way the conversation was going.
"But why did you specifically pick me?"
"I didn't. He did."
"Courtney. I think we have reached the point where you are going to have to stop giving me abbreviated answers. I want and need an explanation. I promise that I will sit here and remain quiet, while you explain the whole thing so that it makes sense."
"Okay, but before I start, please believe me, that at no time was there any attempt to be malicious or to hurt you in any manner. I, we, never did or said anything to disrespect you in any way."
Other than the fact that she deliberately turned me into a cuckold, I had to agree with her. I nodded for her to continue.
"Mitch and I were very close for many years and swore devotion to each other. We were truly in love, just like in the movies and in those trashy romance novels. As hokey as it sounds, we were real soulmates. We had one big problem that we could not get over; I wanted a home and a family and Mitch absolutely refused to even consider it. After months and months, we finally decided that we would try to find a surrogate husband. We had no idea what we were doing, but it sounded like a good idea at the time. Trying to find a suitable guy was not that easy. It had to be somebody who we felt could provide a stable environment and still be a good companion. You were our final choice. Believe it or not, John, you were the best of the best. That is why we choose you."
I waved to the waiter for coffee refills. It was all too ridiculous to believe.
"Courtney, I don't want to interrupt you, but are you saying that the plan was to live with me as man and wife, but to keep Mitch as your lover and soul mate?"
"Yes."
"Are the kids mine?"
"Yes. You can check, if you feel it is necessary."
Returning home
The night ended quickly. I found myself at a loss for words. The conversation died and we both just sat there looking at each other. Of course, I had many more questions, but my emotions were all over the place, and I was afraid of losing control. I needed to process the information that I had and I needed to do it quietly, with no disruptions.
The next few days were depressing.
I found it difficult to understand how she could have so easily accepted me as a sexual partner, when she was so madly in love with Mitch. They both knew that their plan would include Courtney and I having sex. Did he have to convince her to sleep with me, or did she have to convince him to accept it?
Looking back, I was not able to discern any times when there was an intense romantic relationship between them. It all seemed to be platonic and very casual. Most of the information that I had came after I accidentally discovered a text message on her phone. That generated a deeper investigation, which confirmed my suspicions. I could only go back a short period of time, but I did notice that they only got together once or twice a month, if that. It was not what I would call a hot and heavy affair. I had no idea how intense it had been earlier in the marriage. The text messages were not erotic or sexual, but very businesslike, if that is the proper term. It was like setting up a dental appointment.
I was sure that she had brought him up to date on the present situation and I was pretty sure that they had gotten together to discuss how they were going to handle it. Courtney had told the children that I was away on a business trip. In order to maintain family stability, I had to return home and act as normal as possible. By the end of the week, I had moved back into the house and back into my bedroom. Other than the absence of sex, our life was back to normal.
I joined a gym. I wasn't overweight or flabby, but I wasn't what you would call a hunk. I felt like I was now in competition for my own wife, even though I wasn't sure if I wanted to stay with her. Although I didn't have a specific plan, I was motivated to be in better shape and to be healthier. I started to get up earlier. I had a protein shake for breakfast and then went directly to the gym, before anyone else was out of bed. I would shower at the gym and go directly to work. One day of cardio and the next day of HIIT and weight training. I found myself becoming obsessive about exercising.
I started working longer hours and more on weekends. I volunteered for trips and seminars; anything to get away for a while.
I was amazed that I was able to maintain a normal relationship with Courtney under the circumstances. We never discussed the problem. The only time anything was different was in the bedroom. We were in limbo. No direction. No plan. No future. I felt like I was living with a housekeeper who I happened to share a bed with. I needed help.
CHAPTER 6 Evaluations
Spending an hour on a treadmill or C2 rower, four days a week, gives you a lot of time to think. I enjoyed being married. I never envisioned myself married to anyone other than Courtney. I still couldn't. Although I could never forgive her betrayal, I found it to be a bit confusing. The more I thought about it, the more confused I got. She was married to me, but she was sleeping with somebody else; ergo I was a cuckold. Or was I? The man she was cheating on me with was her partner years before I ever met her. Was she cheating on me with him or was she cheating on him with me? It was so easy to confuse myself. Does the piece of paper called a marriage license make the difference, or is it the perception of the relationship?
Courtney and Mitch each felt differently about family and marriage. Somehow, unknowingly, I was pulled into the mess and used to resolve the conflict. The price that Mitch had to pay to keep Courtney happy was to let me have her sexually. Knowing how close they were, that must have been a difficult decision for him to make. Still, I was being used and I didn't like it. It seemed to me that I was getting the better part of the deal, however.
I endured my selfimposed mental dilemma for about two weeks and then decided that since I was not going to divorce Courtney and I was not going to leave, that I was going to continue having sex with her. I would try my best not to be bitter and not to be vengeful. Before starting this new phase of my marriage, I also decided that some ground rules should be set in place. That afternoon I made a reservation at Luciano's for supper.
The agreement
The evening started slow, just like the previous time. Courtney seemed hesitant to begin any sort of conversation. I wanted to get everything out, but I could not bring myself to start. The waiter broke the silence for us.
"Is there anything else I can get for you?"
It wasn't anything dramatic, but it did serve to get us talking.
"Just another coffee refill, please."
"I guess we should finish up. It looks like they are getting anxious to close."
"Courtney I would like things to get back to normal if we could. Under the circumstances, there are a few things that I think we should agree on. It is nothing complicated and if you don't like what I am about to propose, I am willing to listen to some sort of counter offer." She nodded for me to go on and gave me a small smile.
"First, if it is alright with you, I would like to start having sex again. Sleeping together is fine, but I really miss the sex. I will probably have some difficulties at first, but hopefully I will eventually get over it and things will normalize. Do you have any problem with that?"
Courtney nodded her head and non-verbally mouthed the word "okay."
"Second, I would like us to continue living together as man and wife until the children are both grown. When there are no longer any children at home, we will quietly get a divorce and go our separate ways. We are looking at about ten years until Dani goes to college or gets married. Will you be able to hold out for that long?"
There was a slight pause as if she was in deep thought. "John, You mean that if everything goes along satisfactory, that we will continue living together until there are no longer any children living at home, and then we can split up?"
"No. Then we WILL split up. It will not be an option."
"But... what if..." She never finished the sentence.
I looked at her, waiting for a more definite answer. Finally, she looked up and mouthed the word "okay" again, but this time she did not smile.
"Finally, I feel that it is okay for you to continue your relationship with Mitch but I insist that you do it in such a manner that I do not know about it. I am not happy with the situation, but I feel that it would be difficult and stressful for both of us if I insisted that you stop seeing him. I cannot and will not waste any time or effort trying to break up your..."
I never finished that sentence. I did not wait for a reply from my wife. I stood, threw three twenty's on the table and held her chair for her so we could leave. The ride home was quiet. There was no sex that night.
My big mistake
The terms that I set out were never openly discussed. It was as if they were automatically accepted as soon as I presented them. We did start having sex again. It was not really great at first, but slowly we became accustomed to each other and things improved.
Home life was back to normal. As the sex got better, it also got a little rougher. I didn't do it on purpose, but I believe that I was feeling a bit competitive so I tried harder. I became a bit more demanding about types of sex and frequency. Courtney never refused or complained. After a while, the novelty wore off and I found myself reverting back. I guess I was trying to prove a point.
The most unusual thing that I realized was that as time pasted, I no longer felt that I was being cuckolded. Technically, I guess I was, but in my head I started to see it differently. Courtney was Mitch's woman. She had always been his woman. I was using her in any fashion that I wanted, anytime that I wanted and there was not a thing that he could do about it. Of course, I was feeding her and providing shelter and clothing, but I convinced myself that that was repayment for her services and taking care of the kids. I was unaware of the times that she was spending with him as agreed upon. What I didn't know didn't hurt me.



One day when my car needed an oil change, I decided to take in to the Firestone Store that Mitch worked at. As the car was being serviced, I stood in front of the glass service window that looked over the service department and stared at my wife's lover. At first, he didn't notice, but after a while it became obvious. He stopped momentarily, and realized who I was. I am sure he had seen me before, but never under these circumstances. He worked the tire break machine for almost an hour with me watching. I never wavered and he noticed. When my car was finally ready, I moved away from the display window and left. He looked uncomfortable the entire time. I felt redeemed a bit, but not much.
A week later, I took Courtney's Civic in for a oil change and did the same thing. After about thirty minutes he just stopped working and stood staring at me. With a big smirk on my face, I gave him a two thumbs up sign, and laughed. He couldn't hear me, but he did see it. I walked away from the window and left shortly there after.
The next day the shit hit the fan.
When I got home from work, I noticed that the kids were not there. There was no supper waiting, but Courtney was.
"You rotten son-of-a-bitch." It was a good start, and there was more to come. I sat down while she paced around the kitchen table glaring at me. "For ten years, Mitch and I never once humiliated or disrespected you in any way. For ten years, we gave you all of the consideration that we could so that things would run smoothly. Now you decide that you want to be an asshole. You go down to his place of work and you make a fool out of him. You insult him in front of his co-workers and laugh about it. You have everything; a nice home, a good job, great kids and a wife. He has nothing, but you feel that you have to push him down even further. It was a rotten thing to do and right now I am ashamed to be your wife."
I didn't move. She was right.
"We have an agreement and I am willing to abide by it, but if you embarrass me one more time like that, I will walk out that door and take the kids with me."
I did not reply.
"Do you understand?"
"Yes."
"Good! I am going to take a shower. Call Domino's and get a pizza. The kids are at your parents house for the night."
As I waited for the pizza I realized one important thing; I was an asshole.
Moving on
Courtney was back to normal the next day. My stupidity was never mentioned again. I never when back to the Firestone Store. I started concentrating on work and the children. For the next few years, everything went along smoothly. It was as if those few weeks had been erased from our collective minds. I did not check up on her in any fashion. It wasn't that I didn't care, but more that I didn't want to know.
Gilbert Enterprises rewarded my efforts with pay raises and promotions. I was now also in charge of the EDP department. My knowledge in that area was weak, but I knew how to effectively use my people, and it paid off.
Our friends and relatives were never aware of the passing problem and we successfully presented ourselves as a loving, happy family. As far as I know, the kids never had a clue. Amazingly, I was not bitter. I actually enjoyed my relationship and companionship with Courtney. Occasionally I would think about her and Mitch, but it quickly passed.
I had convinced myself that I was not the cuckold and that Mitch was. I took his woman and used her. It was a bit delusional, but it was something that I could live with.
Bobby finished High School and immediately joined the Air Force. Dani had a nice scholarship to Penn State and we had enough in savings to cover all her other expenses. The day after Dani left, Courtney and I sat down.
"You knew that this day was coming."
"Yes."
"Mitch will be happy that it is all finally over."
"John, I haven't seen or talked to Mitch in over six years. I have no idea where he even is."
That was good news, but I tried not to let it show. Of course, I knew why she had not seen Mitch, but there is no way that I would let her know. I really did not want to see her go. Even with the infidelity, I still loved her. I wanted to let her know, but my stupid pride was holding me back. She started talking again before I could say anything.
"John, as I remember you said that we would stay together as long as the children were still at home. Is that correct?"
"Yes."
"I'm pregnant."
Two stupid people
Things were not going as I had anticipated. I got up and went outside. The fresh air helped to calm me down. I was sitting on the porch glider staring at nothing in particular.
Courtney came out and sat beside me. She placed her hand on mine, but did not say anything. Both of us had tears in our eyes. I knew now that she really wanted to stay together. It was a desperate move on her part, and I am sure that she had spent a lot of time setting it up.
"You know that I had a vasectomy six years ago?"
"Yes. It was a mean nasty thing to do. I also think that you regretted doing it."
"Why?"
"Because it effectively ended our marriage. I didn't want it to end."
"I didn't either. But I don't understand why you would think that getting pregnant would make a difference. The result of your disclosing that would produce the opposite result than what you wanted."
"I had no choice. If you had given me a clue or some type of hope, I might have done things differently. I didn't want to lose you."
"Okay. I'll bite. Who is the father?"
Courtney reached into her apron pocket and removed an envelope. "This cost me over eight thousand dollars. I have no idea who the father is, but you and I are going to raise this child as our own. They are your terms and I am going to hold you to them."
The top of the form inside read; 'Lehigh-Berks Fertility Clinic'.
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Holy Frijoles: A PapaToad Flash Story
*
It was something that we did to each other every year on our birthdays. Today, it was Patricia's turn and I had spent days setting it up. The usual tactic was to cause public humiliation for our spouse, which of course, was all in good fun, the more elaborate, the better.
Patricia and I had been married for eleven years. We both had professional careers and children were not even considered. The marriage was good, the sex was good and the bank accounts were good. What more could a man ask for?
This year, I would need a little help. Dennis Forrester was a good friend who ran the theater department at our local community college. He was more than eager to assist me in surprising Patricia. It would require the help of a female drama student, and Dennis was willing to offer extra credit to any budding actress brave enough to attempt it. I simply explained what I wanted and let him run with it. He had the freedom to be very creative.
I picked Rosie's Cantina, because it was usually full of casual diners having a good time. I didn't want to do something like this in a stuffy, high-class joint. Rosie's was a popular place for parties and fun gatherings. It had to be public to be effective, but I didn't want to create a disturbance.
The waiter had just brought out our food when the mystery woman appeared. Dennis out-did himself. She approached the table carrying a baby and walking a toddler. It was clear that she was pregnant. Patricia had started on her chili relleno, when we were interrupted. I was having a difficult time remaining stoic.
"My name is Sarah Ann Pittman. Calvin is my husband. I followed you here to ask you to stop seeing him. I watched you meet him three times at the Stardust Motel. You may dress fancy and drive a new car, but there is no way in hell that I will let you take my man. Do you understand me?"
Patricia just sat and stared at the girl in front of her. I expected her to burst out laughing, but there was no response. I was sure that she would catch on quickly, so I was a little confused at her reaction.
Since my wife did not respond, Sarah let go of the toddler, reached across the table, and flipped Patricia's plate of food into her lap. The refried beans and rice splattered everywhere. "I asked you if you heard me?" The southern twang was loud and clear.
Patricia was busy trying to divert as much food as possible away from her dress. "Yes. Yes. I heard you!", she shouted without looking up.
As quickly as she came, Sarah Ann Pittman and her tribe, were gone.
Some restaurant employees came to clear up the mess as Patricia went to the ladies room to recover from the onslaught. I took advantage of the break to turn on my phone and make a call.
"Dennis. It's Rodney. I just wanted to compliment you on the fine job that your girl did tonight. The kids were a nice touch. Made it look real homey. She nailed the southern accent."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"The girl that you sent over to Rosie's for Patricia's birthday surprise."
"Rodney, I have been trying to call you for the last hour. Your phone is turned off. You never told me the name of the restaurant. The girl is still here. I didn't know where to send her."
We hung up as my wife came out of the lady's room. The emergency clean-up did not go very well. I looked towards the dining room and she shook her head no, and then glanced at the door. I dropped two twenties on the table and we quietly left. It was overcast and raining.
Patricia said nothing on the long ride home. She was either looking out the side window of the car, or staring at her hands which were clutched tightly on her lap.
While she was taking a shower, I made a pot of coffee. A half hour later, she sat across from me at the kitchen table in her bathrobe. Nothing was said for several minutes.
As calmly as possible, I looked into her worried face.
"When were you going to tell me about Calvin Pittman?"
That was when she finally started to cry.
There were no more birthday surprises.
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It was eight years ago when my wife Marsha got her first shipment of Bette's Beer Shampoo. I didn't understand what all of the excitement was about as she tore open the UPS box, but she was happy, so I was happy. Six brown containers of shampoo that looked exactly like long neck beer bottles. Every six weeks since then, she got another shipment.
Marsha and I had been married for twenty-two years. The kids were both gone. We were comfortable and well off. I was a marketing manager for a small company that made industrial sump pumps. Marsha did not work and never had. We had no problems either financially or personally. And then I screwed it up by getting curious.
I took Marsha's Kia to get an oil change. I happened to notice that she had two house keys on her key ring. I know that is not that unusual, but since I only had one key I couldn't help but wonder what the second key was for. It bothered the dickens out of me, so on the way home I stopped and had a copy made. I guess I could have just ask her, but for some reason I didn't. For the next two months I walked around with that odd key in my pocket.
The first Tuesday of every month is poker night. This month is was at Parker's apartment. Jeff Parker was the Human Resource Manager at Edison Pump Works. We had known each other for over ten years. Parker was the only player in our group of six that was not married. The other four players were also Edison employees. We had been playing together for several years. The host usually supplied snacks.
The only difference this time was the chili that Benny Sisk insisted each of us had to try. It was his wife's favorite recipe. Unfortunately after about an hour we were all quite a bit gassy and the bathroom was getting a good work out. Rather than wait for an opening, I ducked into Parker's bedroom and used the master bath. I finished off the toilet paper and opened the vanity to get a replacement roll. That was when everything went to crap. Prominently displayed on the second shelve was a bottle of Bette's Beer Shampoo. Along side the bottle was a selection of other female cosmetics that looked all too familiar.
The game broke up shortly after that. The chili had gotten to all of us. As I was leaving, I quietly verified that the extra key that Marsha had, worked perfectly in Jeff's front door.
I was worthless at work the next day. All I could think about was the five W's. I knew where, what and who, but I did not know when and I didn't want to know why. I had a fairly good idea about the where by five o'clock. It had to be Friday. The weekly sales/production meeting that I led, lasted from 9AM to 11AM. Jeff Parker did not attend that meeting. It was a long shot, but it was the best possible time for Marsha and Jeff to get together. Of course it could also happen on the weekends when she was shopping or going out for some other reason. I found myself over thinking the whole situation. I wasn't looking for absolute proof: just some small degree of verification.
I left work a bit early and headed downtown. I found what I was looking for at the Far East Market. Luckily, oriental food stores in our area usually carried a selection of Indian items. For ten dollars, I got three cones of henna tattoo dye. Guaranteed to last 7 to 10 days. Would it work? I had no idea. I was actually excited to try it.
Things at home were normal. I was avoiding any confrontation at this point, but I knew that it would come soon. Of course, I was now faced with the new dilemma: what was I going to do after the great reveal. Another sleepless night comparing all of my options and hoping for sleep that was slow coming.
Thursday morning I did something I never thought I would do: I called a headhunter. I never had much use for them before, but things were different now. The guy I selected was the one I felt the most comfortable with. We did a resume update over the phone and I decided on either Charlotte or Huntsville. I told him to get back with me no earlier that Friday afternoon. I didn't want him bugging me to death.
Jeff Parker had an employee benefit meeting that afternoon. I took advantage of it to go over to his apartment and do the dirty. The surgical gloves were a necessity. I emptied all three henna cones into the shampoo bottle and left with a big grin.
After supper I spent the rest of the evening on my computer. Things that I had no concern about before, all of a sudden became important. It was very late by the time I got to bed.
The next morning I noticed Jeff casually exiting the building as I started my weekly meeting. It was going to be an interesting day. I wandered up to the Human Resources office at noon to see if Jeff was free for lunch. I put on my best surprised look when his secretary informed me that Jeff had a family emergency and would be in Baltimore for the next week. On the way back to my office I was wondering if I was going to get a similar call from my wife or if she would be at home waiting for me. I had a sushi bento box for lunch.
My headhunter had three potential interviews arranged for me; two in Charlotte and one in Huntsville. I told him to set up the one in Alabama for Monday and notified my boss I would be taking a personal day. I spent the rest of the afternoon rearranging my finances and killing time.
Marsha was sitting at the kitchen table gripping a coffee cup when I got home. She had on a pair of old sweats. Her blonde hair was partially covered with the dark red henna dye which also streaked down her face and neck. She had let her hair air dry and had not combed or brushed it. It appeared that she had tried to wash the dye off of her face, but it didn't work. The parts that weren't dyed, had red splotches from scrubbing. I got the feeling that she wanted to say something, but nothing came out of her mouth.
She didn't see me smiling as I turned and walked out the door. I was planning on a nice rib eye for supper. I think I will enjoy Huntsville.
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My name is John Turrell. I am thirty nine years old, married, and have sixteen-year-old twin sons. I have been a heavy equipment operator for the past twenty years, and enjoy my work while making good money. My marriage sucks.
It is Friday, and it is raining buckets, so that means no work today. I am standing just outside one of the entrance doors to the Green Dragon Farmers Market watching my wife, Marsha, and her boyfriend digging through one of the knickknack stands just inside. My heavy rain parka makes it almost impossible to identify me without looking directly into my face, but I still remain outside. I have been following them for the last thirty minutes. No kissing, but lots of hand holding and hugs. A sudden flurry of excitement indicated that they found something interesting. She held it up in front of him and smiled. A white puffy looking Michelin tire man key chain. She couldn't get the money out of her purse fast enough. I watched as he put the new prize on his key ring and she gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek. After thirty more minutes they meandered back to the parking lot. They were half way back to Reading, when both of them pulled into the Sunset Motel. I got the license plate number off of his F150 and then went home, stripped off my rain gear, and had a Black and Tan.
I was large all my life. Not fat and flabby, but not hard and muscular either. I was not particularly good looking either. I didn't fit in anywhere. Can't say I ever had a girlfriend and never had a date until senior prom. Marsha Blanchard fell into the same social category that I did. She was overweight and flabby. She had acne and suffered from a severe shortage of grooming skills. Her wardrobe consisted of hand-me-downs and Walmart specials. When I asked her to go with me to the prom she was thrilled. She had pretty much given it up as a lost cause.
Things progressed normally from there and we were married within the year. I was deep into heavy equipment training and Marsha was barefoot and pregnant. Everything seemed to stabilize after the birth of our twins. We soon had our own house, two cars, and a comfortable lifestyle. There were two major changes however. The more I worked the stronger and firmer I got. Unfortunately I still looked the same. Marsha did tease me about it a bit. In her case, it was totally different. Marsha got a ten dollar a month gym membership and used it regularly. She taught herself how to do her hair and makeup. She jogged daily.
That is when the problem started. We were no longer a pair. She was now a hot chick saddled with an ogre. Over the years, she seemed to lose her enthusiasm for sex and anything else remotely romantic. The relationship was becoming platonic. The boys were coming up on seventeen when I decided to look into things. That is what I was doing today.
"Hi Honey! What are you doing home? Never mind. I got it . The weather." She was jabbering as she walked through the mud room door. She plopped the two canvas shopping bags full of fresh vegetables on the table. "The market was jammed today. I couldn't find any of that white corn that you liked." She was nervous. She talked a lot when she was nervous. I just smiled and nodded my head.
"I am going to get out of these wet clothes and grab a quick shower. I'll be down to start supper in a second. Are the boys home yet?"
I smiled again and nodded my head to indicate 'no'.
I wasn't purposely trying to be a smart ass. I just didn't feel very sociable. Actually, I was on the verge of tears when the boys burst through the door. I had gotten them an older CJ jeep when they turned sixteen. I felt that it would be both fun and safe. Anyhow, they loved it.
"You know you would stay a lot dryer if you put the canvas on that thing."
"Yeah Dad, we know, but that ain't no fun." Their grammar sucked.
They shucked their boots and coats before heading upstairs for showers. Why didn't I think of that. I was sitting there still wet from my afternoon out.
Supper conversation was normal, but I was not in the mood to participate. Marsha ask me if something was wrong and I just said I was tired.
I had a few friends in low places so I was able to track down my wife's paramour without trouble. Todd Langford was thirty-five years old, single, and still living with his parents. That explained why they used the motel. He worked as a forklift operator on the 4:00 p.m. to midnight shift at Acme Boot. This company had moved into town about six years ago and was in one of the old Penske buildings down by the Schuylkill river. Todd had previously been married and divorced. With the boys in school and me at work, Marsha had her afternoons free to spend with her lover.
It happened so gradually that I didn't realize it, but I started spending more money on beer. I was depressed as hell, but I never let it show. That was a trait that I developed growing up. The gradual increase in beer consumption was noted by my wife and she mentioned it on several occasions and then stopped. Sex with Marsha had become so devoid of any type of emotion that I lost interest altogether. I didn't lose interest in sex, just sex with Marsha. I would stay up past our normal bed time sipping on a brew, while waiting until I felt she was asleep. I didn't put a tap on her phone or the computer, but I did install a GPS in her car. I didn't constantly track her, but reviewed her daily trips in the evening on the computer. Todd must be getting a discount rate at the Sunset Motel because they visited several times a week.
Marsha and Todd continued their relationship.
For the next two years our family life became dull as hell. There were no vacations, no weekend trips, and not even any nights out. Marsha brought it up several times, but quickly dropped the subject when she detected my negative reaction. I had put aside ten percent of my wages for retirement since we were married. I quietly moved that into a new account at another bank. I had also put away money for the boy's college fund. In two months, they would both be graduating and then I got another surprise; Robert was going into the Air Force and Roland had decided on the Coast Guard. I added the college fund money to my new account. It was at about that time that I broke the code. Marsha and Todd were probably waiting until the boys finished school to give me the bad news. I figured I had to do something in the next 60 days.
And then Hazel came.
Hurricane Hazel was a freak of nature. Such storms were rare in our area. They were rare at this time of the year and they were usually downgraded to tropical storms by the time they got here. All the government offices and most businesses had closed.
As a member of the county emergency rescue squad, I was on call for assistance as necessary. Luckily, I had the Jeep, but it was still far from weather proof. Marsha was not happy about me wandering off into the weather, but I had a plan. Robert and Roland were volunteers at the local shelter, so I dropped them off on the way to my destination.
The radio had been announcing all the closings throughout the day. There was still no word from Acme Boot. The rains had preceded Hazel for the last two days so all the streams, rivers, and low areas were flooded. I parked in the back of the Acme Boot warehouse, near Todd's truck, and watched as the shift employees sporadically left. The Schuylkill River on the South side of the parking lot was raging by this time. Finally, I could see Todd approaching. His head was down and he was leaning into the wind trying to keep his balance as he made his way to the truck. I knew that I had kept that old aluminum Tee Ball bat for something.
I only bashed him once as he got his keys out. I guess I hit him harder than I thought. It was not my intent to kill him, but being a bit inexperienced I might have overdone it. Oh well. It was too late now. I grabbed his feet and dragged the body toward the roaring river. The river bank was not normal, but man-made out of old concrete and asphalt chunks. After tripping and stumbling, I finally got close enough to lower his body into the water. For a moment, it just floated there and all of a sudden the current grabbed and pulled him under. He was gone in a few seconds.
I went back to recover the Tee Ball bat and saw the key chain on the ground by the door. I smiled as I picked it up. I threw the bat into the river and noticed that it floated rather than sunk. I guess it was hollow. Twenty minutes later, I was working with the boys at the shelter. Two days later, Hazel was gone.
Todd Langford was found three days after that, about fifteen miles downstream. It was officially declared a storm-related death. Naturally, Marsha was devastated, but could not say anything or even express the degree of grief that she was feeling. I remained stoical. She spent the next week at her mother's house.
While Marsha was gone, I spent all of my time preparing to leave. I wasn't going to get a divorce for several reasons, but the main one being that I never intended to marry again. My credit score would take a giant hit, but that didn't matter anymore either. Todd was gone and there was no way in hell that I was going to be her fall back guy. Up until she met Todd, I was always her first: first boyfriend, first lover, first husband. I would not be second now.
Robert left for Lackland and Roland was gone two days later. Marsha and I were all alone and there was no warmth or reconciliation of any type. As odd as it may seem, there was never any confrontation or discussion about our drifting apart. She had no reason to distrust me and she had no reason to believe that I knew about her and Todd. I guess she knew that I was unhappy, but she didn't know why and didn't want to ask. I spent all day Monday finalizing everything.
I left her power of attorney for both cars and the house. There was still thirteen years left on the mortgage that she would not be able to afford. Marsha never had a job and had no real job skills.
On top of the papers, I placed my wedding ring and a small Michelin Tire Man key chain, but no keys. I left her a thousand dollars in the bank. I am sure she would be able to put two and two together.
I had no idea why I choose to take the jeep.
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I hated flying, so my company allowed me to use my own car when I had to go out of town. They paid me mileage and it all sort of balanced out, except that I had to do my own driving. My wife, Karen, on the other hand, hated to drive. We both turned fifty this year and were both still working. Karen sold insurance policies for large construction projects. They were fairly complex and difficult to set up. I took care of commercial loans for housing development projects. This week I was in Charlotte and Karen was in Knoxville.
I finished up two days early. The last day I spent most of my time fantasizing about the Ocala National Forest. We had visited the area years ago when the kids were still young and I really enjoyed it. Our two daughters were both out of the house now, and had families of their own. Our empty nest house was too big, too expensive, and required too much upkeep. I have no idea why both of us kept working. I actually had grown to hate my job. I am not certain how Karen felt, but I wanted to discuss some alternatives with her.
I programmed the Knoxville Ramada Inn into the GPS and hit the road. I had time to kill and couldn't think of a better way to do it than spending it with Karen. The trip gave me lots of time to think and plan. There were plenty of small cabins and lodges available for sale in and around the forest. We could rent a place in Ocala and take our time looking for the ideal retirement home. We could handle the move and the early retirement with no financial problems. The five hour drive to Knoxville would get me there just past normal supper time, so I decided to stop and grab a bite on the way.
One of the nice things about the area was the availability of Krystal hamburgers. I bought a whole bag of the little suckers and munched on them all the way to Knoxville.
I didn't want to call her to let her know that I was coming because I figured she would be tied up in some meeting. She usually kept her cell turned off during the day anyway. Unfortunately, I hadn't bothered to get her room number either. I had never felt that it would be necessary. I parked the car, grabbed my carry-on and entered the lobby. Before going to the counter, I noticed that there were two restaurants. It was a good possibility that she would be in one of them. The first was more of a snack bar and she wasn't there. The next choice was fine dining and I found Karen sitting with Robert Wilson, her company Marketing Manager.
"Karen! Robert! Surprise." It was a simple greeting, but I was really surprised at the reaction I got from both my wife and her dining companion.
"John. What are you doing here?" I was expecting a warm welcome, but what I got was totally different. Robert Wilson seemed to be squirming in his seat and Karen was totally flustered. What the hell was going on?
"I finished up early, so I figured I'd pop over here, spend some time with you, and we could drive home together."
"This is unexpected John, I am not...,: I mean ..., " Karen was having trouble finishing what she wanted to say.
Finally, Wilson spoke up. "John, we already ordered. I have a nice medium ribeye coming. Why don't you take that and I will leave you two alone to enjoy the meal? I'll catch something in the snack bar."
"Robert, I already ate. Stay right there and relax. I'm going to go and clean up and I will join you two later for drinks."
"No John. I insist. I have some work that I have to finish up before tomorrows meeting. You stay and enjoy your wife." Wilson was extremely nervous and Karen was pale as a ghost. He started to get up until I put a hand on his shoulder. "Sit Robert! Karen give me the room key! I'll be back in thirty minutes."
I held my hand out to my wife for the room key card. She looked at Wilson and then looked back at me. "John. There is no hurry. Can you just sit for a few minutes?" I picked up her clutch and emptied it onto the table. A minute later, I was on the elevator to the sixth floor.
It was worse than I had anticipated. The bed had recently been used. Wet towels and bath robes were hanging by the shower. Of course, both sets of luggage were there. There were two used condoms in the trashcan by the bed. His and her grooming products covered the vanity. I had no idea when this started, but they had been traveling together for years.
I did not go back into the dining room. Ten minutes later, I was on I75 headed for Chattanooga. I didn't feel any desire to go back to Pennsylvania.
I spent the next morning taking care of personal, financial, insurance, and working problems. It is amazing what you can do on the Internet. I couldn't do everything that I wanted to do, but got most of it done. I had received a lot of calls on my cell from Karen which I deleted. I spent the whole afternoon at the Chattanooga Aquarium.
A week later, I was comfortably settled in my new abode. It was not very elegant, but it was actually within the boundary of the Ocala National Forest. I never imagined myself living in a single wide trailer with no air conditioning. It was heavenly.
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"You have to remember, John, that I will be preoccupied most of the night. There will be plenty of people there to talk to, and I am expecting you to mingle and be sociable."
Tonight was the first night in two years that I agreed to go with my wife Darcy, to one of her monthly social gatherings. I am not a gregarious person and usually avoid social functions whenever I can. Darcy was bubbly and outgoing: just my opposite. I knew about her monthly get-togethers before we were married, and she made it perfectly clear that she would marry me only if she could continue seeing her friends. She always made sure that I was welcomed to come along, but I always declined. To be honest, I didn't have a clue what these people could talk about for four hours every month. I wasn't into sports, culture, politics or the arts. Darcy assured me that everything would be all right as longed as I relaxed and went with the flow.
"Things will be very casual for the first hour, John. They will have wine and mixed drinks if you need to relax. I will be preoccupied with my friends most of the night, so you will be on your own."
There was that word again: 'preoccupied.' What happens after the first hour?
"I will be okay, Darcy. I promise to stay out of your way. I should be able to find someone to talk to."
"Oh, I can guarantee that. Since you are new to the group, you should have no trouble making friends."
I wasn't sure what she meant by that.
It was a big house: a mansion. Thank goodness there were plenty of places to park. There were at least thirty cars there when we arrived.Darcy was dressed in a sexy manner, but casual. Tonight, she spent more time dressing me for my debut than she did for herself. I was a lucky man to have found such a delightful spouse.
After we entered, she turned to me one more time. "Remember John, I am expecting you to take care of yourself tonight. Try and act as if I am not even here. I am leaving you alone now until we are ready to go. If I can't find you, I will call you on your cell phone when it is time for us to leave. Okay?"
I nodded as I watched her walk across the room through the crowd. There were at least fifty people busy chatting away. It looked like a scene out of a Hollywood movie. I spotted the bar and tried to look as if I belonged. A few moments later, I was sipping a cold long neck as I watched Darcy talking to a David Beckham want-to-be. I didn't mind the talking, but she seemed to be a little touchy-feely also. A gorgeous little creature interrupted me before I got to finish my beer.
"Hi my name is Carla and you must be John."
Here was where my social ineptness would come into play. Rather than answer her, I just nodded.
"Darcy said she was going to try and convince you to come along and she asked me to make you feel comfortable."
"Please, don't feel obligated. I don't want to keep you from having a good time."
"Relax, John. I enjoy meeting new people and you are the only newbie here tonight. You are all mine."
I wasn't sure what that meant, but Carla and I actually had a very nice conversation for about forty minutes. Her husband was around also and she pointed him out to me, across the room. Darcy was still chatting away with the sporty looking dude.
I am not a big drinker, so I switched to a coke after the second beer. At about that time the lights all flashed twice.
"Oh, that was fast." Carla was commenting about the flicker. "It looks like pre-emission is over."
"Pre-emission?"
"It is like the intermission signal at a play. It alerts the people that things are starting up."
Sure enough, the mood in the whole room started to change. The people who were standing around talking were now moving around. It was hard to determine what exactly was going on, but I could not see Darcy anywhere. In fact, Carla had also disappeared. As I wandered back over to the bar, things started to clear up in my head. Boy was I stupid. The large group of people in the main room was now less than half of what it had been. Warm bodies seemed to have evaporated into thin air.
"Look, John, I scored a key." Carla seemed proud of herself as she held up a room key with a brass, number six, tag attached. My suspicions were correct.
"Do you know where Darcy is?"
"She is preoccupied now, John. I am sure you will find her later."
There was that damn word again. I told Carla that I would meet her in room six in ten minutes, and quietly left the building.
I was cursing myself the whole way home. How could I have been so stupid? For two years, Darcy had been meeting friends here for casual sex and I was unaware of it. I will never know how long she was doing it before she met me. Three hours later, after I had finished loading all my clothes and personal items in the car, my cell phone rang.
It was Darcy. "John, where are you? Are you having a good time?"
"Everything is fine, Darling. I am just preoccupied at the moment."
I assumed that she thought that I was still with Carla.
"Okay. I'm glad you are enjoying yourself. I will meet you in the main room when you get done. Don't hurry."
Ten minutes later, I was on my way to a local motel. Tomorrow morning was going to be busy. I was going to be preoccupied: closing accounts and talking to an attorney. Boy was I stupid.
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It was masochistic, but I couldn't help myself. Thirty minutes on a concept C2 rowing machine, followed by thirty minutes on a damn treadmill. Every day for the past nine months. The only thing that ever changed was the music. I didn't have a smartphone, but I did have an old MP3 player loaded with anything I could find to deaden the anger. I guess I should say to deaden the pain, but the anger just seemed to grow every day and push the pain aside. Scenarios of revenge played out in my brain as the heavy metal clouded the reality around me. Both exercise regiments could be completed automatically, without thinking or concentrating on what I was doing. For one hour, daily I existed in a self-induced trance, wallowing in a rage, inspired by my wife's infidelity.
Following a quick shower at the gym, I started my three-mile walk to work. Driving would be more practical, but I found that using the walking time to calm myself was therapeutic. Fifty-eight minutes normally; a bit more if the weather was bad. Not a rapid pace, but good enough to keep my heart rate up a bit. After work, I walked the two miles home at a more leisurely measure.
Weekends screwed everything up a bit, but I was able to fill in the time by working around the house a bit more than usual. I spent more time mowing, pruning and edging. Little jobs, that I seemed to ignore, started getting attention. Painting and caulking started to become important, as time fillers. My MP3 player became my best friend.
I made a good living as a Volvo mechanic. I specialized in commercial diesel applications and my certifications were always up to date. The money was good enough to put my two daughters through college, but we used a second mortgage to offset the tuition costs, rather than encumber the girls with student loans.
I guess you could say that my marital problems were caused by music. My wife, Robin, prefers classical music, which I cannot tolerate. For her sake, I tried for several years to embrace it, but it was not to be. Okay, so we have different choices in music. That doesn't seem to be enough to break up a marriage, but she decided to carry it a bit further. She became involved with other people who had similar musical tastes, which led to joining and participating in local musical production and appreciation associations. Concert trips were on the group agenda, and she started signing up for as many as she could. Of course she never even considered asking me to accompany her. When the outings started to become overnight, I felt the need to investigate a bit.
Serge Gorski was a pianist. He taught at the local college and played with several of the classical orchestra groups in the area. He regularly made trips to New York, Philadelphia and Baltimore to perform. My wife was infatuated with him. Although she kept it quiet for a long time, it was easy for me to determine that she was indeed his personal travel companion. After getting all my facts together, I waited for the opportune moment and then hit her with it.
"Honey, we have to talk."
Of course, it did not go as I expected. She denied nothing. Admitted everything and more or less said, "So what!".
I am not a very clever man. I had no response to her reaction. I had expected remorse and repentance. I got indifference and impertinence.
Our lives changed at that moment. At first, I was overcome with grief and sorrow. The pain was agonizing, but I held it together. I said nothing to my daughters or anyone else. Robin continued as if nothing had changed. She cooked, cleaned and kept the house just as she always had. The only actual change was that I now slept in the guest room. Robin had never worked, so all of her spare time was spent with her social friends. Although we were still living in the same house, it was like brother and sister rather than man and wife.
Her trips and outing became more brazen. Pictures in the newspapers and local magazine-type publications would show Serge and Robin as a couple. There was never a mention of me, or of her being married. As time passed my pain slowly became anger and the anger grew to where I had a hard time controlling it. I did not turn to drink. I turned to the gym.
I lost forty-six pounds. I was in better shape than I ever had been. I was off my blood pressure and cholesterol medicine. The only meal I ate at home was at supper time, and I was easily able to adjust to what Robin cooked. For every pound I lost, I gained ten pounds of bitterness. I was becoming a hateful, miserable bastard. Even my friends and workmates started to avoid me.
And then I met Seymour.
Seymour was a regular at the gym for about two months before I even spoke to him. I more or less kept to myself while I was working out and did very little socializing. A few of us would casually nod to each other or occasionally exchange a quick fist bump. Seymour didn't mingle. Sometimes, I would catch him talking to himself. When you have earbuds on, you don't realize that you are singing along with the songs or talking aloud. He noticed that I was smiling while he was musing one day, and from there on we had an easy, casual relationship.
We started doing the treadmill workout together and then I slowly got him using the rowing machine. He was as focused on the exercising as I was and I quickly discovered we shared the same motivation. We began having coffee after our workouts and that led to occasional lunches. Having Seymour as a friend made things a lot easier. I finally had someone to commiserate with. I could vent! However it didn't mellow things out, it simply made me madder.
Seymour would not run on the treadmill. He would not run at all. Physically he was able to run, but mentally, he chooses not to. His wife, Tricia, was an avid tri-athlete. About five years ago she got on a fitness kick and that is the direction it took. She spent as much time as she could biking, swimming and running. The worst part was that she wasn't doing it alone. There were marathons and iron-man competitions being held constantly, and she entered as many as she could. Of course, Seymour was never invited along. Gene Dickens was a world-class Iron-man tri-athlete and was happy to offer his escort services to Tricia. Seymour had no trouble finding out that they were sharing transportation, hotel accommodations, meals, and functional gatherings. He confronted his wife. She told him to "deal with it".
Things came to a head one night, after work, when Seymour and I were sharing a rack of ribs. Robin was in Washington DC with Serge, and Tricia was in Hawaii, for the Kona Iron-man, with Gene Dickens. The ribs would have tasted better with a few cold beers, but we stuck with the unsweetened tea.
"you know, John, we are a pathetic pair of cucks". Seymour wasn't laughing when he said it, just shaking his head and looking a bit glum.
"Damn it, Seymour. I am not a cuckold!"
"Oh really. What do you call two guys who know that their wives are cheating on them and accept it?"
I paused for a moment thinking about what he said. I casually waved the waitress over.
"Bring us a couple of long necks, please."
"Seymour. I am not a cuckold! I will not be a cuckold."
"Prove it! John, we are both wretched cucks who bury our misery by exercising until we hurt. Do your daughters know what is going on? When was the last time you talked to them? Does your wife talk to your daughters? Thank goodness I don't have any children to concern myself with."
I hoisted the cold Yuengling. "What do you suggest?" Seymour just shrugged and picked up another rib.
oooo0oooo
I started the weekend as I usually do; yard work. I had no idea what the schedule was for Robins return and I could care less. I assumed she would be staying over the weekend. After a light lunch, I met Seymour at the gym.
Tricia would not be back for five more days. She told Seymour that tri-athletes had to decompress, or something like that before the airlines would allow them to fly. He knew it was mostly bull shit but had no interest in calling her on it.
We never finished the session.
"I've had it! Damn it, I just cannot and will not do this anymore."
Seymour grabbed his towel and headed for the showers. Before I finished rowing, he was dressed and rushing out the door. He was right. I knew that we had to do something. I spent all day Sunday planning. I would come up with ideas and immediately find some reason to discard them. The best idea was just to take everything and simply disappear, but I felt that that left me with a big hole; I needed revenge of some type, but against who. It had to be all of them. Four different people had to be dealt with.
Physically, I could never harm Robin. It just wasn't in my nature. I was pretty sure that Seymour felt the same way about Tricia. However, the two guys were a different story. Murder was out of the question, but how can you inflict pain upon them that will be meaningful. Suddenly everything became clear. I made a quick trip to the garage and found what I needed; A BALL PEEN HAMMER.
Robin came home Sunday evening all aglow. She unpacked, showered and such, but did not share any of her weekend experience with me. I did not bring up the subject. After she went to bed, I stayed up to watch TV.
oooo0oooo
"John! I ain't gonna do it. You are nuts, bonkers. I don't care how bad it is, I am not going to kill anyone."
"No! No! Seymour! You are not listening. We are not going to kill anybody. We are just going to slow them down a bit."
"That's not what it sounds like. I've seen that movie; 'Strangers on a Train'. William Bendix and that other guy turn out to be killers. What you are suggesting is the same thing. I ain't gonna do it, John."
"It was Farley Granger, not William Bendix, and we aren't going to kill anybody."
"Why are we going to do this, and what will it accomplish?"
"Okay! Seymour, why is your wife so attracted to this guy? What is it that he has that you don't have, that makes her want him?"
"you know damn well what it is. He is a super world-class athlete. There is no way that I can compete with that. I am nothing but a forklift jockey; an overweight one at that."
"So he is using his status as a 'world-class athlete' to seduce and steal your wife away from you. Do you think that is fair?"
"No!"
"Seymour, this guy thinks that he is so much better than anyone else that he can take and use any woman he wants. That is the ultimate in disrespect and you don't want to hurt him. He emaciated you, and you are just going to let him get away with it?"
"John, there is no way that I can confront him."
"That's the point. you don't have to. I will."
"And what is the trade-off?"
"Well, there is a world-famous piano virtuoso who might need some professional chiropractic manipulations on his fingers. Can you handle that?"
"That depends. Do I have to use a ball-peen hammer?"
"Seymour, use any damn thing you want!"
Ooo0ooo
So, we had an agreement. Seymour was still a little unsure about it, so I said that I would take care of Gene first, and then he would feel better about seeing to Serge. We spent another two hours over a rack of ribs, swapping all the personal information that we had with each other. There were a lot of holes in our plan. The problem was that neither of us the slightest idea what we were doing or how to do it. Gene was the biggest problem because of his physical attributes. I pretty much decided that I would need some type of equalizer.
Now that I had a new special project in my life, I forgot all about my wife and her lover. I took ten days' accumulated vacation time. I was focused on Gene Dickens. It was far more complicated than I had imagined. He had a regular nine to five job as an insurance adjuster, but the rest of his days were far more complex. Some days he spent hours bike riding when he could squeeze in the time. Most mornings he was jogging and three evenings a week he spent at the local YMCA, swimming laps until the pool closed. On days when it was raining, he worked out at his local gym. Of course two or three times a week, he did get together with Tricia at his apartment.
While I was busy following Gene, Seymour was checking out Serge. We met regularly at the gym and worked out, but did not discuss how things were going. We didn't even have each other's phone numbers. That was part of the plan. The only connection we had, was that we were both members of the same gym.
Time was moving on and I had to get something firmed up. He used different bike routes all the time. He never consistently jogged the same course. The best I could come up with was the YMCA after his swimming workout. He parked his car at the rear of the building. I spent a whole lot of time searching for CCTV cameras. I found a few in the front of the building and along the side, but I never saw any in the back.
I discretely picked up a taser on Craig's List, but I wasn't sure if it worked or how to test it. It was a risk I had to take. At least it came with an instruction manual. Feeling a bit frisky, I bought a ten-dollar balaclava.
ooo0ooo
We had been on the treadmill for about thirty minutes chatting about insignificant things when I felt it was time to get serious.
"Seymour. I think you need to take a ten-day vacation as soon as possible. I don't want to know where you are going, but you have to tell me the dates. Where ever you go, use your credit cards, a lot." By the time we finished thirty more minutes on the Concept C2 rower, Seymour was beaming. Now I had to figure out where I was going to be going.
Ooo0ooo
It was raining. A slow rain, just enough to make everything wet. It was close to ten o'clock and any minute now Gene Dickens would be coming through the rear door of the YMCA. Gene's Outback was the only car left on the rear lot. I checked again and still could not find any CCTV cameras. Just in case, I put on the balaclava. He was pissed off when he saw the flat tire. The taser worked exactly as advertised and five minutes later, I was on my way home.
It didn't make the morning newspaper, but the evening news had a short blurb about a local man who was attacked and injured behind the YMCA the previous night. Action was being taken to have CCTV cameras installed in the area to prevent further incidents. Nothing was said about the type of injuries he received. They had no suspects or motive. I had no idea where Seymour was or when he was coming back. The ball-peen hammer, taser, and balaclava were disposed of in three different dumpsters downtown.
My boss at work wasn't thrilled when I informed him that I was going to be attending a Volvo-Penta training class for three weeks in Orlando. He couldn't see where a course covering marine engines would benefit him in any manner. I told him that I would pay for the course and use more of my accrued vacation time. He still wasn't happy. I left a note in Seymour's gym locker explaining that I would be out of town until the end of June.
"Robin. I have to go to Orlando for three weeks of training. Would you like to go along, or would you just rather stay home and relax."
"John, the summer concert season is in full swing. you know how I love the park events. I really would rather stay here. you will be in some sort of class most of the time anyhow, won't you?"
"Yeah. It is also a bit muggy down there in the summer. I understand why you wouldn't want to go, but I felt that I had to ask."
"Thanks, honey. I appreciate the offer, but I'll probably be more comfortable here. Maybe we can consider a short trip later in the summer. Perhaps a weekend in New England or something like that."
Of course, that conversation went exactly as I expected it would. Now for the next stage of the plan.
ooo0ooo
There was no further news about Gene Dickens.
I left at daybreak on Saturday and was planning on two days to get to Orlando, including a stop at the Tennessee Aquarium in Chattanooga. We have to keep our priorities straight. Luckily the school had arrangements for long term rentals that included light cooking facilities. I didn't want to eat out every day. I did call Robin and let her know that I arrived safely.
The hometown newspaper charged a dollar a month if you wanted to read the paper online. I took care of that as soon as I got settled in. Starting tomorrow I would be carefully checking all the news from home, paying extra attention to the police reports. I was anxious to see if Seymour was going to carry out his end of the agreement. I also wanted to see if he got any grief from the police about the Dickens' incident.
There was a Planet Fitness within a mile. I got to use my guest privilege card.
The first week of my vacation was boring. The second week was interesting and the third week was great. Of course, I am not referring to my school training. It was top-notch all the way through. I read the whole paper every day looking for something of interest. There was a concert at the Brandywine Battlefield Site which my wife's paramour had organized. I am sure that she enjoyed that little outing.
At the end of the next week, there was a front-page article about the horrendous attack on Serge Gorski, a local University Professor, and symphony orchestra director. The police seemed to feel it was some sort of professional vendetta since the only damage he received was to both of his hands. A comparison was made to the recent attack on Gene Dickens, but they really could not connect the two. There were no suspects at this time. I spent the rest of the evening with a six-pack of Black and Tan trying to figure out where, when and how, Seymour pulled it off. I really didn't want to know, but it was fun thinking about it.
One of the Volvo-Penta School administrators notified me the next morning that some sort of official from Pennsylvania had called and verified that I was indeed attending the school and that I had not missed any scheduled classes. I wouldn't have expected any less. I was curious as to when my wife was going to mention it to me. I hadn't heard from her in a few days. In preparation for her phone call, I went out and bought another six-pack. The call never came.
The last week of training turned out to be the best. We had a half-day of interviews with potential employers. I wasn't expecting that. As far as I was concerned, any offer would be a good one. My age, experience, and willingness to relocate gave me a bit of an advantage over most of the other students. I got the offer I wanted and it was an easy choice to make. I decided to make a short stop on my way home to check it out.
There were never any follow up articles in the newspaper about either of the mysterious attacks. Robin never called again.
The Perdido Bay Marina was actually in Alabama, but you could see Florida across the water. Bill Morgan was eager to show me around his pride and joy. In addition to overhauls and repairs, they also had a large multi-level storage facility. Intermingled with the dock spaces were a half a dozen live-a-boards. The crowning glory was a small mobile home in the back of the lot which he said I was free to use. I asked him to tell me more about the storage facility which he said was a favorite with the snowbirds. After explaining the operation, he jokingly asked me if I had any forklift experience. I Immediately thought of Seymour.
The arrival at home was a bit anti-climatic. I got a quick hug and kiss on the cheek from my loving wife. I made several attempts to start some sort of light conversation, but Robin never responded with anything but light chatter. She did not mention Serge at all. I didn't push it but did smile to myself. I showered and changed and we enjoyed a light meal. I was gone twenty-five days and it was as if I never left. I was looking forward to a good gym workout in the morning.



He was there when I arrived.
"Morning Seymour."
"Morning John."
We continued to work out for about twenty minutes without saying anything. It was a bit weird. Finally, I couldn't take it any longer.
"Coffee, Seymour?"
"Damn! I thought you would never ask. "
We didn't even shower or change; just grabbed our stuff and went across the street to Mickey D"s.
"John, how is everything at your end?"
"Quiet. It is as if I never left. If I hadn't read what happened in the paper, I never would have known anything. How about you?"
"Just the opposite. Tricia is furious and is taking it out on me. The police completely cleared me, but she is certain that I had something to do with his attack. She is spending more time at his place playing nurse than she is at home. She even slept over a couple of nights. In a way that is sort of relaxing. I enjoy my time away from her more than with her. You did a pretty good job on him. His Triathlon days are over."
"I wasn't sure. I never read anything about exactly what injuries he had. Did the police give you a rough time?"
"Damn right they did. They checked my phone records and bank accounts trying to connect me to his attack. After a week or so they finally gave up. Tricia was the driving force trying to get me charged."
"Just curious, but where did you go?"
"I was on a windjammer cruise out of Rockland, Maine. I had a blast."
"Good for you. I got to sit in a classroom for eight hours a day for three weeks."
"Now what John?"
"Well I don't know about you, but I am out of here. I have a job lined up near Pensacola, and I am leaving at the end of the week."
"Are you going to divorce her?"
"Nope. I am just taking everything and going. If she wants a divorce she can file for it. I am curious to see if good old Serge will step up and take her in, or dump her."
"What about your house and stuff?"
"I am leaving her everything except the money in the bank. She gets the mortgage, the car payments, the utility bills, and her Kohl's credit card."
"That gives me something to think about. you will let me know where you are going to be, right?"
"Sure. By the way, did Serge give you any problems?"
"Not really. I sprayed the garage cameras with wasp spray the day before and used a meat mallet from the kitchen to finish the job. One quick hit to the head and then a half dozen smashes on each hand. I even made sure to get both of his thumbs. He never saw me. He was still out when I left."
Robin was not home when I got back from the gym. I took a quick shower and headed into work. The boss was not happy when I gave my notice. I emptied all the bank accounts, except for a few hundred dollars. I closed out the credit cards. We usually kept a zero balance on the cards.
After another quiet supper with my wife, I grabbed a beer and headed for the den. I dug out my passport, my birth certificate, and my DD-214. There was nothing else I wanted to take with me. My tools from work were in the back of the Subaru. The only thing left to get was some clothes and my laptop.
Robin was congenial, but still very quiet and reserved. She left for someplace early the next morning. She stopped telling me where she was going whenever she went out, over a year ago. I guess she felt that I didn't need to know. It took me less than thirty minutes to load the Outback. At the last minute, I grabbed the George Foreman. It just seemed like a good idea.
I was on US81 just outside of Luray, when I decided to let Seymour know that I left. It was a short text message; 'Perdido Bay Marina'. Whatever he decided to do was going to be okay with me
It only took me a few weeks to get settled in. My cell was turned off the entire time. The work was different, but the same; if that makes any sense. Most of my spare time was spent getting the trailer livable. Everything worked okay, but it did need a bit of love and attention. The second bedroom became a junk catching area. There was a small diner about a quarter mile down the road from the marina that was open 24-7. I found myself eating most of my meals there. Unfortunately, the closest gym was seven miles away, so I decided to take up jogging. I didn't like it, but I did it anyhow. At least there were no hills. And then my first guest arrived.
"Seymour, you found it!"
"Not too hard John. The GPS brought me right to it. Bob's your Uncle."
Who the hell is Bob? I thought.
"you just passing through, or are you staying?"
"Staying, if you got room. Nothing to go back to."
We spend an hour or so getting Seymour set up in the second bedroom, and then grabbed some supper at the diner. Seymour had driven straight through, sixteen hours, and was dead tired. I left him sleep in the next morning.
Bill Morgan hired Seymour on the spot. He hated using the forklifts and was more than happy to turn it over. The pay sucked, but Seymour didn't seem to mind. He just wanted enough to get by. He did have a stash of cash that he brought with him. I took him to Foley later to get a safety deposit box at the same bank that I used. The trailer was not that secure.
Tricia had kept insisting to the police that Seymour was responsible for the attack on Gene Dickens. They could not prove anything. His alibi in Maine was rock solid and they could find no accomplices. Naturally, the relationship between the two of them went downhill fast. Tricia demanded that Seymour get out of the house, which he refused to do. She finally moved in with Dickens and two days later, Seymour made his break.
I decided that it was time to contact my daughters. My first call was to my eldest, Clara. As soon as I said 'hello', she hung up. Cora, my youngest was a bit more open. She called me an inconsiderate bastard before hanging up. I made the attempt and failed miserably. The good thing is that I won't be stuck for two expensive weddings down the line. I turned my cell back off.
Seymour and I got settled into a routine fairly quickly. Every morning I jogged about five miles and then we met at the diner for breakfast. They made a nice little low carb breakfast bowl, just for me. We caught lunch when it was convenient. A couple of weeks later things changed.
Argie Martin had been living in a Nordic Tug in slip 16 for the past six months. She had no land transportation to speak of, so Seymour was more than happy to offer her a lift when she had to go someplace. I soon lost my dinner companion and shortly thereafter, my breakfast partner. It was only a short time later when the second bedroom in the trailer became a junk room again. Seymour was happy and I was happy for him. Every time I tried to talk to him about her he became evasive. Bill Morgan wasn't much help either. He was just pleased that she paid her dock fees and utilities on time. She never asked for any type of special treatment. Something was going on, but as long as Seymour was happy, I would keep my nose out of it.
I seemed to lose track of time. It had been almost a year since I left. I had no contact with my wife, my daughters, or anyone else from home. Occasionally, Seymour, Argie and I would go out for supper and we always had a good time. I was able to figure out that Argie was from Ohio, that she was a military wife, and she had no children. She never mentioned her husband, and I was not about to ask. Argie always wanted to go to Foley or Gulf Shores to eat but refused to go to Pensacola. It was an odd quirk, but I was able to accept it.
In was a Monday morning when things came to a head. It had rained all night and didn't look like it was going to let up. Instead of my usual jog, a put on my old army poncho and lumbered over to the diner. I was just finishing up my second cup of coffee when I saw a familiar car pull into the marina. It was the green Subaru Outback that belonged to Gene Dickens. A woman, who appeared to be Tricia got out, opened an umbrella and dashed for the marina office. A minute later, she opened the door and waved to the driver. Gene got out and limped into the office, trying unsuccessfully to dodge the raindrops.
Damn it, Seymour! Answer your phone. Finally, I got a response.
"Seymour! you got a problem. How soon can you cast off and get the hell out of here?"
"What the hell are you talking about. Slow down."
"your wife is here and Gene Dickens is with her. They are in the office talking to Bill right now. It's your choice. you can speak with her, or you can quietly sneak away. I think the rain would give you a pretty good cover."
"John, It's going to take me at least fifteen or twenty minutes. Can you delay them a bit? "
"I'll try. Get your butt moving."
My next call went to Bill. He snickered a little as he agreed to send the interlopers to my trailer rather than to Argie's slip. I got back to the trailer just as they were leaving the office. Of course, I invited them in and tried my best to kill as much time as I could. I was casually chatting with a man who I had attacked less than a year ago, maimed and crippled, and I was hoping to hide behind my newly acquired facial hair. They never said why they were there or why they were looking for Seymour. I didn't ask.
The rain had slowed down to a gray drizzle as we walked to the docks. The tug was barely visible across the bay because of the mist, but I was the only one looking. They were just staring at the empty slip. Five minutes later the ship was completely gone.
I never identified myself or told them how I knew Seymour. They didn't ask. I excused myself so that I could go back to work. Shortly thereafter, they were gone.
I never saw Seymour again.
ooo0ooo
Several months later we had a visit from Phil Martin, Argie's brother-in-law. He was looking for Warren, who was Argie's husband. The last contact Phil had with his brother was over a year ago. Warren and Argie were berthed at the Black Water Bay Marina in Pensacola. There were several domestic disturbance reports on file in the Escambia County Sheriffs Department concerning the couple and then they suddenly stopped. Warren Martin was retired from the U.S. Air Force and his retirement checks were still being cashed, although no one has seen him or his wife for over a year. I had no idea how he tracked Argie to the Marina. Maybe it was just a guess.
Another six months passed. I missed Seymour. The work was steady, but I was getting bored with it. I spent the evenings with my Black and Tan trying to decide if I wanted to look for a companion, or maybe try a different location. I avoided the bar scene and never did take to church. The gym was a bit inconvenient, and none of the waitresses at the diner were interesting enough to date.
I finally got interested enough to contact Volvo-Penta again. They had two good openings; one in Biloxi and the other in Galveston. I couldn't make up my mind.
I was trying to decide between the two at lunch when I was rudely interrupted.
"Hello, John. you are a hard man to find." Robin looked old and tired. The last two years were not kind to her.
"Sorry. I wasn't hiding. Why the surprise visit?"
She slid an envelope across the table. "your final divorce papers. I thought that you might want them. I filed under abandonment after a year."
"If you knew where I was, why did you feel the need to drive down here. you could have just mailed them."
"I don't know. Closure I guess. you screwed me over bad, but I guess I deserved it."
"That wasn't my intention. I just wanted to get away so you could be with Serge. I felt like I was holding you back."
"Well, you didn't leave me with much. No money and an over mortgaged house that the bank ended up taking. What really pissed me off is that you took the George Foreman."
"I figured your lover could take up the slack. Where is he by the way?"
"Things didn't go well for Serge after his accident. He went back to Estonia about six months ago."
"You didn't go with him?"
"I wasn't invited." I didn't respond.
"Serge was a bit bitter. He felt that you had something to do with his attack. Things seemed to cool between us after that."
"Now what?"
"Clara got married last June and they relocated to Ocala. I am going to move in with them and play grandmom. I decided to take a short detour on the way to deliver your papers."
Silly me! I sat there like a fool waiting for some sort of apology, but none came. It was as if she was still rubbing it in my face, after all, that time. There was no remorse or regret on her part.
"Well Robin, I am glad that you stopped by. I am sorry that I missed Clara's wedding, but she didn't seem to want me there anyhow. I am also sorry that things didn't work out with you and Serge. I know how important that was to you. Is there anything else before you go?"
"Yes! I want the George Foreman."
ooo0ooo
I decided on Biloxi. It was only two hours away. The casinos sound like fun. I gave her the damn George Foreman.
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I spent the last ten hours loading and unloading cases and kegs of beer. All I wanted to do was get home, have a nice leisurely supper and relax. It was not to be. My brothers, Bill and Bob, and I owned a small beer distributing company that we inherited from our dad. We set our hours and our salaries. Business was good and all three of us were able to marry and raise our families in comfort.
When I got home, my wife Marsha was dressed to the nines, and ready to party. I let out a small moan as I walked in the door.
"Relax Ben. I left you some lasagna in the microwave."
"Just curious, but where the hell are you going?"
"Out Ben! Just out. I've been cooped up in this house all day doing those damn e-mails and I have to get out and unwind."
"Okay! Okay! I understand. Give me a few minutes to get ready. I'll grab something to eat later."
"No damn it! I am going by myself. I need to get away for a few hours. Between the house and the job and the kids, I am going bananas."
"Where are the boys by the way?"
"They are at the rec center. I think it is a fly tying class or something like that. They should be home about nine or so."
Rob and Roy were our sixteen-year-old twins. While most boys their age were into sports, they were more interested in fishing, hunting, and camping. I was fine with that.
"Well, they can take care of themselves. I still don't understand why you can't wait a few minutes so I can go with you."
"I told you. I want to go by myself. I want to enjoy myself, and frankly Ben, you're no fun."
I sort of plopped down in my recliner. Her words echoed in my head; You're no fun; You're no fun. She was standing by the door with her clutch in hand. I glanced over at her and just waved her on. Without another word, she was out the door.
Marsha ran a computer business from home. She took care of e-mail notifications for small businesses and organizations in the area. It started as a part-time operation but rapidly grew to a full-time endeavor. Between clubs, churches, schools and other organizations, she had eighty-four groups to take care of. I helped her set up the original programs, but she rapidly took it over and made it a success by herself.
I zapped the lasagna and grabbed a Black and Tan. I needed a shower but didn't feel like going to the effort. A new episode of 'breaking bad' was on. After two more beers, I fell asleep in front of the television. The boys came home about ten, said hello and headed for bed. I didn't move.
You're no fun! You're no fun! You're no fun!
It was just about midnight when the phone woke me up. Oh shit. It must be Marsha. Either she is having trouble with the car or is too drunk to drive.
I was wrong on both guesses.
"Ben! It's Bill. You got a problem."
"Bill, it's midnight. What kind of problem?"
"Marsha just called Janet. I am not sure what is going on, but Janet left the bedroom to talk with her. A couple of minutes later Janet came back and started getting dressed. I asked her what was going on and she said that Marsha had some trouble with the police and she had to go pick her up. She refused to answer any further questions and left."
"Jesus Christ Bill. Is that all you got?"
"No! No! Relax Ben. I called the station and Mark Stanton was on desk duty. I ask him what was going on and he didn't want to say anything to me but told me to have you call him as soon as possible. Mark is a pretty straight guy, Ben. I think he will be able to help clarify things."
"Why didn't Marsha just call me?"
"That is what I was wondering. That is why I called you. Something is fishy."
"Thanks, Bill. I'll give Mark a call."
Mark Stanton and I went to High School together. We were good friends and still are. He always wanted to be a cop and tried to get me to join with him, but the family business came first.
"Mark, what the hell is going on?"
"It's bad Ben. I hate to be the one to tell you, but it is going to come out sometime."
"Ben, about eleven o'clock tonight, Marsha got picked up given a blow job to a guy in a pickup truck, in the Target parking lot."
I didn't respond. I just sat there and didn't say anything.
"Ben? Ben? Are you still there?"
"Yeah Mark. I am still here. I am just a little bit flustered about what you said."
"I was sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but I felt that you ought to know."
"What happens now?"
"From what I can tell, Bill's wife is coming down to pick her up."
"Is there bail required or something?"
"No just a personal recognition type of thing."
"Mark are you sure that is what happened? There couldn't be some sort of misinterpretation or misunderstanding could there?"
"Sorry, Ben. No way. My guys know what a blowjob looks like. They were caught cold."
"Who was the guy?"
After a short pause. "Phil Connors. I think he is a car salesman at Carmax," I didn't know the guy and didn't want to know him. I didn't care. I had no idea how Marsha met him or knew him, and again I didn't care.
"Mark. I got one last favor to ask you and I'll get out of your hair. Can you e-mail me a copy of the arrest report?"
"Are you trying to get me fired. It's bad enough that I am talking about it. There is no way I can get that to you."
"You've seen my 883 iron haven't you?"
"Yeah. It's a nice machine. I'd give anything for a bike like that,"
"It's your lucky day. E-mail me that arrest report and the Harley is yours."
Five minutes later I was reading the document that would bring about the end of my marriage. It was all very clearly explained and there was no doubt what was going on. I called Bill and told him to keep Marsha at their house as long as he could.
It took me about ten minutes to create an e-mail. It was a mass mailing. Six thousand four hundred and eighty-seven e-mails to members of eighty-four different organizations. The last group was our family Christmas list of sixty people. A lot of people would be enjoying that arrest report.
The sun was just starting to come up. I was finally able to grab a quick shower. I got an enthusiastic response from the boys when I suggested a two-week canoe trip at the Boundary Waters in Minnesota. I updated Bill on our plans and made arrangements to take off work. He would also see that Mark got the Harley. By that time the boys had the Outback packed and ready to go. We set the GPS and took off. I had no trouble at all getting the boys to drive. Since I was up all night, I got to spend the whole first day of the trip sleeping in the back seat.
We had a great time at the Boundary Waters. Who said I was no fun?
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The Fairhome Inn wasn't the oldest motel in town, but it was close to it. It was a relic of the fifties and built accordingly. The walls were concrete block, the doors were steel and the single window was bulletproof and shatterproof; so much for fire department access. The hurricane roof was a simple concrete slab. The upside was that it was cheap.
Room 120 was at the far end of the first floor, near the wooded area behind the building. That's the room that my wife, Sarah and her workmate used every Friday evening when she was supposed to be out with the girls from work. Bob Davis was not one of those girls.
The kids were gone and Sarah and I were going through the empty nest syndrome. I was concentrating on getting cash together for our retirement and she decided it was more important to enjoy life in the present, which didn't include me. I didn't especially like machine shop work but felt that I had to endure it. In addition to her getting extremely snippy and argumentative, our sex life suffered greatly.
I decided it was time to take corrective measures.
She didn't know that I knew about her affair with Robert. I never felt the need to confront her about it. I don't know if she noticed that my interest in sex had been steadily diminishing over the last month. I hadn't lost my sex drive, I just didn't want to have sex with her.
On Monday I gave my notice at work. The second step was a quick trip to Harbor Freight. For less than $150, I was able to get a 110V arc welder and a nice set of goggles and gloves. I spend that evening in the garage learning how to set up and use the little sucker. I was not very good at it, but I was able to do what needed to be done. Sarah never bothered me while I was working on projects.
I spend most of the day Tuesday taking care of everything necessary for a clean exit; banking, utility services, insurance, and all that other junk. The credit cards could wait until Friday. I got the oil changed in my ten-year-old Outback and put on a new set of tires.
While Sarah was at work on Wednesday, I was able to carefully select all of the things I wanted to take with me from the house. Not much really. Since I was going south, I concentrated on comfortable clothing. It took far less time than I had anticipated getting loaded. There was so much stuff leftover, that she wouldn't even notice that anything was missing. After lunch, I went downtown and was able to get a hold of a cell phone jammer. That little item cost me a lot more than the welder since they are illegal.
I made a reservation at the Fairhome Inn for Thursday and requested room 120. I contemplated using a false name, but in the end, I decided that it didn't matter. I checked on the availability of the room for Friday and they told me that it was already reserved. Good old predictable Bob.
Thursday was preparation day. My relationship with Sarah was normal for the whole week. She had no idea that anything was going on. She did not know that I quit work. She did not know that I emptied all of our bank accounts except for $100 that I left in checking. She did not know that I was aware of her relationship with Bob. She did not know that I took out a second mortgage on the house. She did not know that all of the utility bills were being mailed to my brothers' house. She did not know that her car insurance was canceled. I had lunch at Red Lobster and checked into my room at the Fairhome Inn shortly after four o'clock.
There wasn't a lot to do, so I took my time. I removed the batteries from the smoke alarm and CO2 detectors. I removed the telephone connector cover, disconnected the wires, and dropped them down into the wall cavity.
I made sure that housekeeping was gone for the day and started work on the door. First I drilled a small hole in the lower-left corner of the door and installed a self-tapping bolt. I needed a ground for my welder. I took a heavy-duty piece of aluminum oxide sanding belt and carefully cleaned off three three-inch sections of the door and door frame on each side and the top. I contemplated turning off the toilet and sink water services and removing the handles, but decided against it.
It was all over far quicker than I had anticipated. As I left, I checked the hallways for CCTV and noticed that there was none. Interesting!
I was home in time for supper. I thought about having sex with my wife one last time but quickly decided against it. She was still attractive at forty-two, but I just could not convince myself to do it.
As Sarah left in the morning she reminded me that it was Girls Night Out that night and that I would have to get my supper. I smiled and nodded.
Friday was a boring day. I had over-planned and over prepared to the point that there was nothing to do but wait. I made a few final checks and then drove over by the inn to wait for the lovers to arrive. I parked in an inconspicuous spot and ten minutes later they showed up. They didn't go in the front, but parked and entered by the back door. I figured that I could do the same. Thirty minutes later I made my move.
Ten feet from the door was an emergency fire station. It was a typical glass front unit with a hose and an emergency ax. My cell phone jammer attached to the bottom with an earth magnet. It would block all cell phone signals for a forty-foot radius. The nine-volt battery would last at least seventy two hours. It could not be seen without stooping down.
The rooms were almost soundproof, but I was still worried. It only took about five minutes to get set up. I attached the ground and started welding the door together where I had it sanded clear. The hot paint smelled a bit, but not extremely bad. I was over halfway done when the door to room 119 opened.
I stopped and looked over at an extremely large hairy man wearing a MAGA hat. We started at each other for a few seconds and he started to smile. He realized what I was doing.
"Cheating Wife?"
I just nodded.
As he walked away toward the lobby he looked back and said "Cool".
Two minutes later, I was done and out the door. Nobody ever showed up.
By six o'clock I was on the road wondering if I had just wasted my time and made a bigger fool out of myself. I was hoping that Sarah and her lover would be trapped in the room for the weekend, but it didn't work out that way. Somehow or other they were able to get out by Saturday afternoon. The Fire Department was called to cut the door open, and there was also a bit of publicity involved. I found this all out from my brother after I got settled in my new place.
Having a common name like John Smith can sometimes be a good thing. Even so, I decided to go by my middle name for a while. Nobody is looking for David Smith in Moss Bluff, Florida. I have no credit cards and no checking accounts. I have enough money to last almost twenty years. I pay everything cash, including the rent on my single wide mobile home. Yes, it does have air conditioning.
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Lunch at the Radisson ©
This is a re-post of an older story that has been re-edited.
*
I liked the Radisson because it had a big, spacious lobby. It was like being in the hotels you would see in the old movies. I was standing off to the side with my sons, Bradley and Terry. We were waiting for my wife, Lauren, to show up for her Wednesday afternoon tryst. My sons and I had planned this day for several weeks and we were all anxious to see how it played out.
Lauren and I were going to have our silver wedding anniversary next week. We married young and had the boys early on. They were both attending Temple University on scholarships. Although we lived in Reading, we didn’t usually get to downtown Philadelphia. I had never been to or stayed in the Radisson before. I work in the legal department of an accounting firm in Reading. For the last ten years, I have had a regular weekly appointment with a large retirement care contractor in Harrisburg. It was one of those appointments that never changed and was always there. I guess that is why Lauren had chosen Wednesday to make her weekly trip to the Radisson. It was a two-hour drive in miserable traffic to get from Reading to downtown Philly, so it must have been important to her.
I started to suspect something was going on about two months ago. It was just little things that caught my eye. The company had an investigator on retainer, and he was more than willing to take on a little surveillance work between his regular jobs. It was expensive, but I didn’t care. It didn’t take him long to discover that Lauren was driving to Philadelphia on Wednesday mornings, and meeting a family friend, Kyle Standish, here at the Radisson. Lauren always went into the gift shop and waited for Kyle. When he arrived, he got a room and walked across the lobby to a payphone. He placed a small envelope under the payphone, and got on the elevator, always to the eighth floor. Lauren came out of the gift shop and got the hidden cache, which contained a room key card, and followed him up to his floor. They stayed for about three hours and then left separately.
Kyle used to work for our company. We socialized with Kyle, and his wife Beth, at several company functions and even got together socially ourselves before his transfer to the Montgomery County office. I hadn’t seen him in several years. Bradley and Terry were attending a job fair at the Radisson several months ago and noticed Kyle getting out of a new red Corvette. They were going to catch up and say hello to him when Terry noticed Lauren in the gift shop. The boys stopped and just watched. They both wondered what their mother would be doing in a hotel gift shop fifty miles away from home in the middle of the week.
I guess it didn’t take them long to figure it out.
About two weeks ago, they both approached me reluctantly one evening, while Lauren was visiting her sister. This was when I found out about their trip to the Radisson.
“Dad, if you knew about what was going on, why didn’t you do something?”
“Terry, I just recently found out. I am not sure what I want to do. I love your mother, and it is difficult for me to think of life without her. I wish this never would have happened, or at least, I never would have found out. Now that I know, I can’t ignore it. Any suggestions?”
“I know a guy, who knows a guy, who will have Kyle killed for five hundred bucks.”
“That is a little radical, Bradley. Let’s see if we can come up with something a little less drastic. I am planning on calling Beth, to see if she is aware of what is going on. I was hoping she might have an idea or two.”
“We have a light class load on Wednesday, so we can be available to help if you decide anything.” It was nice to see that my sons were supportive. I know they love their mother, and the situation must be as difficult for them as it is for me.
I saw Beth Standish two days later. She had suspected something was going on, again, but wasn’t sure. Beth caught Kyle doing the same thing with other wives before, and he had promised he would be a good boy. Since she already had enough information about his infidelities she was ready to file for divorce. She asked if I could hold off on doing anything until she had the papers ready. It was easy to set a date.
Which brings back to the present day. Lauren entered the lobby of the hotel right on schedule and went into the gift shop. She was beautiful, but a little nervous. It looked like she made a special effort, for her weekly tryst, and it hurt a little.
“Hi, you guys waiting for me?”
Beth Standish had quietly walked up behind the boys and me.
“Lauren just showed up and is waiting in the gift shop. If everything goes as planned, Kyle should be here shortly.”
Lauren was looking through the magazines in the gift shop while keeping an eye on the lobby, for her lover. A short time later, Kyle walked past the gift shop and went to the counter. I could see Lauren smiling at his arrival. A few moments later, Kyle left the counter, stopped by the payphone, and then got in the elevator. As soon as the elevator door closed, Terry was entering the gift shop.
He smiled and greeted his mother with open arms. Lauren looked a little worried. With an arm around her waist, he was able to direct her eyes away from the lobby. Beth quickly retrieved the keycard that Kyle had hidden and got on the elevator. Kyle was a creature of habit. He always took a shower before having sex. Beth was planning on waiting in the hallway until she was sure he started his routine.
Bradley and I slowly walked over towards Terry and Lauren.
“Well, what a wonderful surprise. It sure is nice meeting you here Lauren. You can join the boys and me for lunch.”
“John, what are you doing here? I thought you were supposed to be in Harrisburg.”
“The meeting was canceled today, so I thought I would join the boys for lunch. I called the house, to invite you along, but you weren’t there. I can see why now. What are you doing here?”
It was obvious that Lauren was flustered. “I was meeting Marsha Phillips here for lunch. You do remember her don’t you, John? We went to grade school together.” She didn’t notice the boys smiling at each other when she came up with that lame excuse.
“That’s no problem, Lauren. We’ll get a table for five and she can join us.”
Lauren reluctantly walked with us over to the dining room. The way things were going she didn’t have any choice in the situation. Before being seated, she took out her cell phone.
“I should call Marsha and let her know that things have changed.”
“Put the phone away Dear. The dining room is not that big. I don’t think she will have any trouble finding us.” I didn’t want my wife calling Kyle while Beth was doing her thing. Lauren seemed a little nervous as we were being seated. The boys were being a little obsequious, but she didn’t notice. Lauren set her cell phone down on the table, beside her silverware. She usually kept it in her purse, which was on the floor by her chair. After the waiter took our drink orders, we all sat silently looking at the menus. I gave the boys a little frown when I saw them smirking at each other.
“Shall we wait for Marsha, Lauren, or let her order after she gets here?”
“Go ahead and order now. Marsha was a little iffy about being able to make it for lunch. She might not show up at all. I figured if she didn’t come, I could still do a little shopping.”
Poor Lauren was piling one lie on top of another trying to save face. I felt sorry for her but knew she deserved it. The waiter brought our drinks and took the orders. Lauren just requested a fruit salad.
It was less than fifteen minutes when Beth came up to the table. In her arms, she was carrying all of Kyle’s clothing and his shoes.
“Hi, Beth. How did everything go?”
“Very well, thank you, John. My loving husband was in the shower as we expected, and did not even realize I was there. I left the divorce papers on the dresser for him, and at the last minute decided to take his clothes with me.”
Lauren looked scared to death. The color had faded from her face and her eyes were starting to get bleary. She looked at me and then at Beth, not knowing what to do.
“Here Lauren. Thanks for letting me borrow this. I won’t need it anymore.” Beth carefully laid the room keycard down beside Lauren’s phone. Lauren just stared at it with her mouth open. Her cell phone rang and she picked it up and looked at the caller ID. Without answering the call, she turned her phone off and set it down again.
“Here boys. The Corvette is yours for the rest of the week. It’s in my name so don’t worry about anything. Drive the shit out of it. When you get tired of playing, drop it off at the house.” She handed Bradley the keys to the Corvette. “Thanks for all the help guys, but I have to run now. Enjoy your lunch.”
Lauren looked at me as if she was pleading for help of some kind. I offered none. She would not even glance over at the boys. When the waiter brought the meals, she excused herself to go to the ladies’ room.
The boys and I had finished our meals and Lauren had not returned to the table. I asked Terry to check the restrooms and sent Bradley up to the suite Kyle had rented. Lauren had left the keycard, cell phone, and her purse, at the table when she left. Ten minutes later they both returned with no results. Bradley said the hotel had provided a sweat-suit for Kyle to wear, while they were trying to get him a ride home. Terry checked the ladies’ rooms in the restaurant and the hotel lobby and found nothing. I asked the dining room manager to get hotel security for us.
There was no indication that anything illegal or criminal had occurred. The security people tried to be as helpful as they could, but the only thing they could turn up was a surveillance camera that showed Lauren going into the kitchen, instead of the ladies’ room. There were no other cameras showing anything. As a cautionary measure, they called the Philadelphia police. Lauren could not be reported as a missing person, but we could file an incident report for future reference if necessary. We waited around a few more hours and then decided to go home, in case she might be there. She left her purse, with her credits cards, driver’s license, and money, by the table. Lauren was not at home.
Epilogue: Two years have passed since our lunch at the Radisson. Terry is now a lieutenant in the Air Force. Bradley is attending graduate school in California. Beth and Kyle are divorced. We never saw or heard from Lauren again. I filed a missing person report with the Philadelphia Police after the required waiting period, but they found nothing. I am still married, according to the law. At some point, I will have to apply to have that status changed. In the meantime, I am living in a big house, alone. All of Lauren’s clothing and other things are still here, just as she left them. Every day I try to figure out if the lunch at the Radisson was a good idea or a bad one. I can’t decide.
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Thirty Mile Drive ©
An old story that has been expanded and reedited.
There is no sex in this story.
*
"Sorry to run like this, Marsha, but I promised my son that I would be at his soccer game, by five o'clock."
"No problem, Mike. I am just going to clean up a little. I'll be out of here in ten minutes. I have to hurry to get supper on the table for the tribe." It took less than ten minutes. We had done this so many times before that everything went smooth as clockwork.
It was a thirty-mile drive from the motel to my home in Lancaster. There were a lot of places we could meet that was closer, but neither one of us could take the chance of getting caught. Cheating requires a lot of work and deception. Sometimes I am not sure it is worth it, but when we are together, the doubts seem to disappear.
Mike and I had been meeting a couple of times a month for the last four years. Neither one of us had problems in our family lives, we were just bored and looking for a little excitement. The few hours we got to share seemed to make all the difference. It was the only stimulation I ever had away from my humdrum existence. It made my life tolerable.
It had been my turn to pay for the room today. I left the key on the dresser, checked the room one more time to be sure, and locked the door behind me. It was then that I got the first indication that something was wrong. My little VW convertible was not there. You can't miss seeing a lime green bug, especially in the middle of the afternoon, when the parking lot is empty. I was at a loss because I didn't know whom to call. I couldn't call home. I didn't want to call the police. How could I explain being parked at a motel in the middle of the afternoon? I decided that my best bet was to try and catch Mike before he got too far. He could give me a ride back to the office, and I could fake it from there.
All I got from my cell phone was a 'no service' message. It didn't say 'no signal' it said 'no service.' I could call from the room phone, but I had locked the door and left the key inside.
When I asked the office manager for a key to get back into the room, he gave me an odd look. "I am glad you stopped in Mrs. Thomas. We have a small problem with your credit card today. After you signed in, we got a rejection notice."
"For what reason?"
"It just said 'invalid card'."
"Here, try this one." I watched as he swiped the new card. He tried it twice and then looked up, shook his head, and handed it back. The only other cards that I had were for department stores.
"I'm not sure what is going on. I have a more pressing problem right now as my car is missing. Can I just pay cash?"
"It's eighty-eight dollars even. You didn't have a green VW convertible did you?"
I handed him my only five twenties. "Yes. I parked it right out in front of my room."
"It got towed about an hour ago. The driver checked in here first, and he had all the proper papers." The annoying clerk gave me back twelve one-dollar bills.
"You can use the phone here in the office if it is a local call."
Of course, it wasn't a local call. I walked out to the front of the office and paused. I was thirty miles from home, with no car, no cell phone, no credit cards, and twelve dollars. Normally, my husband and three sons would be expecting a hot supper from a smiling wife and mother. I got a strange feeling that things were not going to be normal tonight.
I stood for a moment and stared across the highway. Grey clouds were slowing coming in from the West and it smelled like rain. Summer was over and I knew it was going to be a long Winter.
There was a truck stop about a quarter-mile away, by the interstate ramp. Even though it was still early in the afternoon, the neon lights were reflecting off the big rigs parked on the lot. I always wanted to go to Vegas, and I wondered how hard it would be to hitch a ride.
I tossed the worthless cell phone into the trashcan by the motel office door and started walking. How far can a middle-aged slut get on twelve dollars? I was going to find out.
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This is a re-post of a 2009 story that has been re-edited.
*
It was one of those neighborhood party functions. I hated them, but my wife, Karen, insists that we go. About thirty people were chatting, snacking and drinking. I was making the best of the situation, trying hard not to be a spoilsport. We were there for about thirty minutes when the problem popped up.
Bill Spatz arrived with his wife and he was wearing a brand new dark green NASCAR jacket. Damn it that was supposed to be my jacket. Karen and I considered Bill and his wife, Laura, to be good friends. I guess Karen and Bill were better friends than I thought. It all started last week.
When I came home from work Wednesday, I noticed a shipping envelope in the trash can from Summit Racing. I always liked the stuff in their catalog, but it was a little on the expensive side. It was addressed to Karen, so I assumed it was a surprise for me.
After supper, while Karen was busy with the dishes, I did a quick check on her computer. Sure enough, she had ordered a NASCAR starters jacket and a Summit racing polo shirt, the week before. Those jackets were awesome and I got my self all hyped up over the pending gift.
The neighborhood party was coming up Saturday. If I was lucky she would give me the jacket before the party. Well, that never happened. I did get a present, but it was the Summit Polo shirt. She never mentioned the jacket or made any reference to it. I wore my new shirt to the party like a good boy, while Bill Spatz got to wear the starters jacket.
As the evening wore on my paranoia grew. That jacket cost almost a hundred bucks. The only reason my wife would have bought it for him was that she was having an affair with him. Bill, one of my best friends and my wife. I was getting madder the more I thought of it. Now I knew why the two of them always got along so well.
Karen was upset when I insisted that we leave the party early, but I was not going to stay around while Bill rubbed my wife's infidelity in my face. Every time he walked past me, I wanted to grab him and beat him senseless.
"What's going on Barry? Why did you want to leave so early?"
I didn't want to answer her, but I knew that I would have to do it eventually. "I can't take the humiliation any longer. It is embarrassing and demeaning. I don't understand why you feel the need to rub it in my face."
"Barry, what are you talking about?"
"You know damn well. You gave it to him and when I see him wearing it, right in front of me, I can't help getting upset. Do you two think it is funny?"
All of a sudden Karen was quiet. I was waiting for some type of reply, but none came. It was dark in the car, but I could tell from the passing headlights that she was crying.
When we got to the house she went straight to the bedroom and closed the door. I could hear her crying and a short while later the shower started.
I went back to her computer to get some better information to confront her. The bill from Summit was still in her e-mail file. It showed eighty-nine dollars for the jacket and twelve dollars for the shirt. I notice that orders over a hundred dollars got free shipping. I checked the bank account for the last month and got a small surprise. Laura Spatz had given Karen a check for eighty-nine dollars the same day that Karen placed the order with Summit. Karen kept catalogs and sales brochures in a basket aside of her computer. Sure enough, there was a Summit Racing catalog there, addressed to Laura Spatz. Inside was an ad for the jacket and it was circled in red ink.
Things became clearer now. Laura gave Karen a check so that she could buy the Jacket for Bill. They had it delivered to our house so that he wouldn't know about it. Karen got the shirt for me to get free shipping.
I was such a fool. Now I would have to figure out a way to apologize to my wife without looking like a complete idiot. I grabbed a beer and plopped down in my recliner. What the hell was I going to do?
Karen solved the problem for me. She was standing in front of me in her bathrobe. She was freshly washed, but her eyes still gave away the fact that she had been crying.
"I am so sorry, Barry. I never mean to hurt you. I gave it to him last Christmas but stopped the affair with him about six months ago. I realized that I love you and that I made a terrible mistake. He continued to wear it, hoping that I would agree to start the relationship back up, even though I told him that it would never happen. I will talk to him tomorrow and tell him not to wear it again. I never should have bought him that damn ID bracelet. I hope you can forgive me."
Karen hung her head and slowly walked back towards the bedroom.
I sat in the recliner, unable to move.
WHAT DAMN ID BRACELET?
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This is a re-post of a 2005 story that has been edited.
There is no sex in this story, Sorry.
***
There was a light nasty, drizzle coming down at the Philadelphia airport. You would never know it was the middle of the summer unless you felt the stifling heat. There was no sun. I was here, only five hours ago on my way to Atlanta. The three days conference in Atlanta was canceled so I just turned around and headed back. I suppose I should have called home before I left but it didn't seem to be necessary.
The commuter plane was making a dead header back to Reading so there were only two of us in the passenger compartment.
"Hi. Since it is just us, do you mind if I sit with you?"
"No problem make yourself comfortable."
He was a good looking fellow, a little younger than me, well-groomed and well dressed.
"Do you make this trip often?" I asked to break the ice.
"Usually about once a month, if I am lucky more often."
"What can be lucky about going to Reading?"
"I am going to see a lady friend."
"Well, then I guess you are going to get lucky."
There was a short lull as the commuter plane broke ground.
"Does she live in the Reading area?"
"Yes, but we usually meet and stay at the Sheraton Inn."
"Why is that?"
"She is married, so we have to be a little discrete."
"Why today? It is the middle of the week."
"Every time her husband is out of town on business, she calls me and I dash up. He is some kind of engineer and travels a lot. He should be gone till Friday."
"I assume she has no kids."
"No, actually she has two. Her older daughter, who starts college next month, is at the shore with friends and her son is at camp for the summer."
The conversation was getting very interesting. I reached up to my shirt pocket and clicked my audio recorder on.
"That works out pretty good for you guys."
"We have it figured out because we have been doing this for three years now."
"You are kidding. Three years and her husband hasn't found out?"
"I think he spends a lot of time with his work or his hobby."
"Must be a time-consuming hobby."
"He buys and sells coins on E-bay. I guess he does pretty well from what Caroline says."
It was the first time he mentioned her name.
"How did all this get started? How did a guy from Philly meet a married woman from Reading?"
"I had gone up there about three years ago for a convention. I am in drug sales, headquartered out of King of Prussia. I ran into an old fraternity brother who lived there, Keith Furman. Keith had been having an affair with Caroline for over five years. The boy, that I mentioned who was away at camp, is Keith's. The husband has no idea. Anyhow, Keith was getting ready to transfer to Chicago. We were having drinks and he asked me if I had ever been in a three-way. I told him 'no' but I always wanted to. As we were talking, Caroline came up to the table. It was the first time I had ever seen her. I thought she was beautiful. It seems that Keith and Caroline had discussed a threesome for a while but couldn't chance to do it with somebody from the area."
"So, did the three of you get together?"
"It was great. I had my first three-way and also my first time at ass fucking. Caroline was the most marvelous woman I ever met. The next morning they asked me if I could take over for Keith after he left. I jumped at the chance and things have been great ever since."
"What about your wife?"
"I love her dearly and make sure that she never finds out. I would not do anything that might hurt her."
"Having sex with another woman is not hurting her?"
"Not if she doesn't find out."
"How about Caroline's husband?"
"According to her, he is too dense. She named Keith's son Bob Junior just to make sure the husband thought he was his."
"Looks like we are getting ready to land at Reading. Why doesn't Caroline just divorce the jerk?"
"He has two more years to go until he has vested rights in the company retirement plan. She wants to wait until then so that she can get half of his pension. She would also like to figure a way to get her husband to pay for Bob Junior's college later. Caroline seems to have things worked out and one day the poor sucker of a husband is going to get it right between the eyes."
"Damn, I wouldn't want to be him. How are you getting to the Sheraton?"
"I usually grab a cab."
"Hell, I have a car here at the airport lot. I'd be glad to drop you off." I gave him a business card from a computer repair geek that I happened to have in my pocket, and he gave me one of his.
"That would be great."
It wasn't raining and we got to the Sheraton in about twenty minutes. I dropped him off at the entrance and watched as he walked in. My wife Caroline met him at the door and took his arm as they went to the elevator. I turned off my recorder and drove home.
------------------------------------
I spend the next two days taking care of business without Caroline knowing I was back. I went to the house first and gathered up all sorts of papers and documents. The coins I loaded in the car were worth about $400,000 retail or about $280,000 wholesale. I took only the clothes and things I wanted. I made sure that there was no indication that I had ever been in the house. I made four copies of the audiotape. I used the computer to cancel all the credit cards and then reformatted the hard drive. All my E-bay info was on my laptop. I left the cell phones alone because my daughter, Sarah needed hers.
The next morning I left my motel and proceeded to the bank. I emptied all the accounts and went to the mortgage department where I signed a quick claim deed. They said my wife had to sign it also and I told them to get her signature after the default. We owed more money on the house than we could sell it for. I cashed in three certificates of deposit and took the penalty. I cashed in my IRA and took the penalty. My insurance broker gave me two checks for the cash value of my whole life insurance policies. It came to over forty thousand.
The bosses at work hated to see me go. I collected for three months of vacation time that I had coming and two months of sick leave. They gave me a check for my profit sharing and also a generous severance check since I was giving up all rights to the retirement plan and health benefits
I drove up to Kutztown and prepaid four years of tuition for Sarah. I put a thousand dollars in an envelope for her with a short note and left it with my mother. I got along with Sarah pretty well and wanted to keep it that way.
I was leaving a lot of things undone and I was sure that I was going to be libel and responsible for a lot more. I didn't give a shit.
I gave my lawyer a copy of the audio and a sample mouth swab for DNA analysis. After filling out all the papers I gave him a wad of cash and promised more if he needed it. He would serve Caroline with the papers in about a week.
________________________________________________
Guadalajara is beautiful. I have a high-speed internet connection and E-bay sales of my coins are going great. I have enough money to live on until Social Security starts. I am now specializing in old silver Mexican coins that are coming my way. I treat the people fairly and they offer me nice objects that I can sell. Caroline complained and screamed about the way I left things for over a year and then just gave up. I found it easy to hide down here and I am comfortable with my life. I take language classes three nights a week and have a live-in housekeeper who also shares my bed. I talk to Sarah every week but Caroline doesn't know.
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I felt like some kind of pervert, stalking my wife. It was depressing that I had to resort to such measures, but it had to end sometime. For the last few weeks, I knew that something was going on. I didn't want it to be true. I didn't want to find out, but I had to.
Sherry, my wife of eight years was showing all the signs of infidelity. All the little things that never added up to anything big, but kept eating away at me. I checked the obvious like phone calls and e-mails and came up with nothing. Although we had no kids, Sherry wanted to be a stay-at-home wife. She spends most of her days making stained glass ornaments and window pieces. She seemed happy and I was okay with it.
I used my law degree to open a small strip mall law office. I was not a big-time exotic trial lawyer, I just did things like wills, title transfers, no-fault divorces, and other mundane legal stuff. The most exciting aspect of my profession was providing bail services to one of the local motorcycle clubs. I didn't provide the bail, just worked between the bail bond company and the club to make sure everything went okay. On the rare occasion when legal representation was necessary, I passed the referral on to a friend of mine who handled criminal cases. In return, he sent a lot of small unimportant jobs my way. Everybody benefited.
Anyhow, today Sherry let me know that she was going shopping with her friend, Mary Jane, and asked me if I wanted her to get anything for me while she was out. For some reason, I decided that today was the day I would either make an ass out of myself or find out something I didn't want to know. So here I sit.
Sherry arrived at her friend Mary Jane's house and went in. After about thirty minutes, Mary Jane came out of the house alone, got in Sherry's car, and drove down the street. I had a GPS tracker on the car so I didn't bother to follow her.
About twenty minutes later a guy pulled into the driveway on a new Harley Davidson Touring bike. He was dressed like a biker, but something was a little off. He walked straight into the house without knocking. I got one clear shot of him before he went in.
I waited for about ten minutes and got a few good photos of the bike and a good shot of the license plate number. A half-hour later I was at the Parkview Plaza looking for Mary Jane. I ran the plate number on the ride to the mall.
Mary Jane was relaxing as best she could on one of those crappy plastic chairs in the food court. She jumped slightly when I sat down beside her with my coffee.
"John! You scared me. What are you doing here?"
I tried to make myself comfortable, which was next to impossible. I didn't answer her. I just sat and sipped my coffee. It was black and it was hot. I never could get excited about all of those fancy new drinks they called coffee.
She was nervous. I laughed to myself as she squirmed in her chair trying to figure out how she was going to handle the situation. I decided to let her off the hook.
"Relax, Mary Jane. I know where she is. I know who she is with, and I know what she is doing. I don't care anymore."
She put her hands up to her face. "Oh, Shit!" I waited for more, but nothing came. I was expecting a whole string of cliches.
"Tell her to stay at your place. I will have all of her stuff sent over later. Any questions?" She just shook her head as I left.
@@@@@
The Meat Pit started as a bar-be-Que restaurant, but ended up as a hardcore bikers bar, that just happened to serve a great brisket. It was not what you would call a family place. They did do a good business on the weekends with straight folks, but the weeknights were fairly rough.
Hector Turpin had a cold long neck in my hand as soon as I walked in the door. "Welcome to our home, counselor. We don't see enough of you."
It was mid-day, but at least twenty club members were enjoying the ambiance.
"Do we have a problem, counselor?"
"No! You guys are all fine. I have a bit of a dilemma though."
Hector and I had a small round table discussion with a few other members. It seems that Terry Evans was a weekend regular at the Pit. He was one of the want-a-be's that like to think they could fit in. They immediately recognized the bike and his picture. With a big grin, Hector told me that everything would be taken care of. I didn't want to know any more.
There was still plenty of daylight, so I headed for home. An hour later I had all of Sherry's clothes and personal items carefully packed in black trash bags. I was amazed that I could get them all in the car. If she wanted any furniture or appliances, she would have to get with me later. Her car was back at Mary Jane's place, but she never came out of the house. I put all of the bags on the front porch and quietly left. I saw Mary Jane watching me from the window.
Sherry never called. No messages. No e-mails. No excuses. I did have to make another trip to deliver all her stain glass hobby supplies. I just set them on the porch again.
I made up a simple divorce and had her served. She signed all the papers while the server waited. Was there remorse? I'll never know. Was there regret? I'll never know. Do I give a damn? Hell no!
I got drunk that weekend.
@@@@@
I arrived at work Monday morning and discovered that there had been a break-in. Nothing was taken, but a large pickle jar filled with nuts and bolts was sitting on my desk. I immediately grabbed my phone.
"Hector? Lunch at Red Lobster, noon. My treat." Of course, I had to leave a message. No way was he up that early.
He ordered the Fisherman's Platter and ate two orders of cheddar biscuits.
"Do you want to know, my friend, or would you rather I kept you in the dark?"
"I'm good, Hector. Tell me every detail."
"The dude came in about four. Two of the guys started chatting him up and invited him to shoot some eight ball. He was ecstatic because he had never been included or even noticed before."
We skipped dessert but ordered coffee.
"My main man, Butterball, took two of the prospects outside, gave them a toolbox and told them to totally dismantle his bike. All the nuts, bolts and screws had to go into the pickle jar. To make things easier, they did not have to take the engine or tranny apart. It took them almost three hours. They brought the pickle jar in when they were done."
We got a refill on the coffee.
"The guys suddenly stopped playing eight ball and walked away. Butterball's old lady, KiKi, walked up to Evans and whispered in his ear. He looked around and slowly made his way to the door. He took one look at the pile of parts where his bike had been and took off. The last we saw, he was getting in an UBER.
"So I am now the proud owner of a do-it-yourself Harley kit?"
Hector had to stifle his laugh. "Well, sort of. Unfortunately, by the next morning, almost all of the other parts were gone."
"What did she say to him?"
"I'm not sure, but I think your wife's name was mentioned."
@@@@@@
The rest of the week was sort of routine. I had the divorce paperwork filed and now all that was left to do was wait. Ninety days was a long time. I still had no contact with Sherry. I missed the companionship, but could not accept the alternative.
Just to kill time, I called Monsano Automotive, where Terry Evans' worked. He was no longer employed there and left no forwarding address. A friend at the local law enforcement office said that no report had been filed concerning the damaged bike.
Two weeks later, I ran into Mary Jane at the mall again. It wasn't planned, just an accidental meeting. She was sitting in the food court with a cup of coffee. I don't know why, but she looked a bit depressed.
"Do you mind if I join you?" This time I didn't shock her. She simply smiled and nodded.
We didn't speak for a few minutes. Finally, she left out a little sigh. "John, I am sorry for screwing up your marriage."
"You didn't do it. She did."
"But I helped her. I went out of my way for her. She asked for my help and I couldn't turn her down. She was my only friend."
We sat quietly for a few more minutes.
"Is she with him now?"
"No. She moved back to Frackville with her parents. He just disappeared. No word, no text, no e-mail. One day he was here and the next day he was gone."
"Was she upset?"
"She was upset about losing you, but not at all about him."
"I guess my next question should be 'why did she do it?', but you know what; I don't want to know. Thanks for your time, Mary Jane." I think I saw a small tear as I was leaving.
@@@@@
It was a slow day at the office. Two more weeks until my divorce was final. I was trying to guess just how many nuts, bolts, and screws were actually in that pickle jar. I couldn't help wondering just what it was that KiKi whispered in that guy ear. I guess I'll never know.
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I sat on the porch one last time. I had just finished loading the car with all of my possessions. There were two cardboard boxes and two suitcases. Most of the other stuff I had gotten rid of over the past six years. I didn't want to take anything more than necessary. In my purse were a copy of the final divorce decree and a check for half of all of our assets.
I could see my now ex-husband, John Simmons, sitting in the living room calmly watching TV. He had not said goodbye, and it seems that he was not going to. That was just as well, as I don't think I wanted him to anyhow. I took my maiden name back as part of the divorce decree. I was now Jean Parsons again. I was waiting for this day to come for six years. It was the day my youngest daughter, Sarah, left for college. That was the commitment I was obligated to. We had two children, and Terry, the oldest, had left for college two years ago. Sometimes it seems like just yesterday that I screwed everything up, and other times it seems like an eternity ago.
@@@@@
John and I met twenty years ago. I was a waitress in a diner and John was a regular patron. He was a heavy equipment operator: bulldozers, and that kind of stuff. He was big and strong, not bad looking, very polite, and seemed to like me. I was still hurting from a bad high school romance.
Ray Cotton and I had a very hot love affair going all through our last years of school. When Ray left for MIT, I was devastated. He came back the first summer, and we rekindled our love life, but that was the last time I saw him. I had heard that he went to Seattle after he graduated, but had nothing to confirm it. I was heartbroken. He was the love of my life. The only boy had I had ever, or would ever, love and he had deserted me with no explanation.
When John asked me out on a date, it was the first time I had ever been with another man. John was a good man and an enjoyable date. He never got fresh with me or tried to push me into doing anything. It was evident on several of our dates that he wanted to have sex and eventually we did.
Soon after, John proposed marriage. I was not really in love with John like I was with Ray, but I could see that he would be a good provider and husband. I married John for the wrong reasons and it was an unfair thing to do to him. Terry and Sarah came into the family shortly thereafter and everything was comfortable, if not exciting, till six years ago when Ray Cotton returned to my life.
I was at the Super Mall, just picking up some odds and ends when I heard the familiar voice.
"Jean, Jean Parsons, is that you?"
I turned and my heart skipped a beat. I felt like I hadn't felt in almost fifteen years. It was Ray Cotton and he looked better than ever. He was a little older, a little heavier, but just as handsome as I had remembered. I was still mad at him for leaving me as he did, but all those feelings were gone as soon as I saw him.
"Hi." was all I could say. I stood and looked at him, not knowing what to do, but knowing what I wanted to do. My stomach felt funny. My head was a little light.
He finally spoke. "You look wonderful, just as I remember you."
I wanted to say something witty but all that came out was, "Thank you, you look good yourself."
Ray motioned over towards the food court and we both started walking. "What can I get you to drink?"
"A diet coke will be fine."
I sat and waited for him, trying to figure out what to say. I wanted to know so much but didn't want to pry into his private life. I felt young and nervous.
Ray came back with the drinks and we talked for almost an hour. We got up and together walked out of the mall to his car, a big yellow Hummer. I commented on how ugly it was and we both laughed. There was no discussion about what we were doing. I just got into the Hummer as if it was a natural thing to do. We drove to his motel and I walked with him to his room. We never mentioned what we were going to do. We were just moving as if it was something we did every day.
As soon as we were in the room, we were in each other's arms. It was high school all over. It was as if the last fifteen years had never happened. I had no thoughts what so ever about my husband, my children, or my life. At this point, I didn't care.
We both had a good little giggle. I teased him about his bigger waistline and he asked me where my perky little boobies went. It was all in good fun, and we ended up doing everything we did as young lovers.
Ray and I showered together, and he took me back to the mall. We didn't say goodbye or anything. I just quietly got out of the Hummer on the backside of the building and left. I finished my shopping as if I was walking on air. That night I couldn't get to sleep. I was awake all night thinking about my marvelous afternoon.
At home, I put on the illusion that everything was normal. I tried not to feel extra happy or giddy. I made an effort not to look guilty. I carefully took steps to ensure that nothing was different. I made sure that nothing changed in my sex life with John. I was not overly excited or demanding. The household must remain stable. However, that was all that remains unchanged.
For the next three weeks, I spent every spare minute I had with Ray. We only met during the day when the kids were in school and John was at work. I didn't see him on the weekends. I would drive to the mall and walk in the front and out the back where Ray was waiting. The first week it was always at the motel and after he got an apartment, we went there.
I was so caught up in the excitement of what I was doing that I never gave a thought or a care about my husband or my children. I loved them dearly, but they came second to my pleasures at the moment. I was wrong and I knew it, but I didn't give a damn.
The downside was that my relationship with Ray did not have a final destination. Where were we going or for how long were we going to do what we were doing? We didn't think further ahead than the next day.
Then it all came to an end.
Ray and I met and instead of going to his place, we drove to Lake Wenona, a place we used to go to and park when we were kids. We stopped on the backside of the lake. It was quiet and private. In no time at all, we were both undressed in the back of the Hummer. We were going at it like a couple of teenagers in heat when my cell phone rang. I let it ring a few times and then picked it up.
"Hello."
"Jean, this is John."
"Yes John, I recognize your voice."
"Where are you right now?"
I paused a second not knowing what to say. I was a lousy liar.
"I'm in the parking lot at the Super Mall, John. Why?"
"Oh. Well, that's good to know Jean, because in ten seconds Ray Cotton's hummer is going to explode in a big ball of fire. It sure is good you are not there."
"John, What did you say John?"
"Ten, nine, eight, seven,"
I dropped the phone. "Get out! Get out of the car now. Quick."
Ray was startled. "What are you talking about? What is going on?"
I opened the door and jumped out, stark naked. Ray followed me and we both ran away from the Hummer. A few seconds later, there was a loud pop and orange smoke was billowing out from under the yellow monster truck.
We were standing about fifty feet away from the smoking Hummer when John drove up in his pickup. He swung the passenger door open and told me to get in. He looked at Ray through the window and said, "The next time I see you, it will be at your funeral."
Neither one of us said a word on the long drive home. When we got to the house, I had to go from the driveway to the front door with no clothes on. I stood in the middle of the living room, afraid to move or say anything. John finally acknowledged me. "Go take a shower and put something on before the kids get home from school."
It was a stressful evening. John said nothing about any of it. I went to bed scared to death and John slept on the sofa. The next morning I found my purse and clothing in a paper bag by the front door when I went out to get the newspaper. I put them out of sight when John came down for breakfast.
Before he left for work, he took the queen-sized box spring and mattress out to his truck. When he came home from work, he had two single beds with him and a few changes of linen to fit them. He put the beds together, and I put the new sheets on.
This continued for almost a week. One evening when the kids were away, I worked up the courage to talk to him.
"John, what is it that you want from me? What do you want me to do?"
He said nothing, but he did pause from his reading a second. I waited. I offered no apology. I made no excuses. I did not whine or whimper. I simply waited for him to reply.
"My first impulse was to simply kill both of you. I was furious with what you did to the family and me. I was planning on just putting four sticks of dynamite under his truck, but then I thought of what that would do to the children. They would lose a mother and also a father. My revenge was not worth that. I put the marine flare there instead of the dynamite. I waited for you to end it, but you never did. I could stand it no longer. I am still mad and I am struggling with it every day. I don't know what I am capable of doing when I am in this state."
I sat quietly, listening to every word. I said nothing, and I was trying not to show any emotion.
John continued. "You will stay here in the house and act as mother and wife until both the children have left for college. You will perform all the duties of a wife and mother, except for the sex. That includes cooking, cleaning, laundry, shopping, and attending all social functions. At all times we must be a normal family. Neither of us will say anything to our families or friends about what happened. I will give you an allowance of $200 a month for your expenses and of course, all the money you need to operate the household. The day Sarah leaves for college will also be the day of our divorce. I will give you half of the value of the house and half of our savings. I will give you no alimony."
It was like a prison sentence. I didn't know how to respond. I sat there stunned. Why didn't he just throw me out and set me free? Why is he putting me through this torture?
John continued "I am doing this mainly for the kids. I want them to experience a normal childhood and I will not let your infidelities screw up their lives. I am insisting on this Jean. There is nothing here to negotiate. I know this will sound very harsh and you will probably find it hard to accept, but please listen carefully to the last two conditions. They are very important."
I was a little worried but figured I could handle it.
"If you leave before your commitment is up, I will hunt you down and kill you. If you have any contact, at all, with Ray Cotton I will hunt you down and kill both of you."
I was stunned. I was at a loss for words. I sat there shaking. I had not realized how much I had hurt this man to make him hate me so much. I was at last feeling some remorse for my actions. I had been cocky and arrogant about my affair, and now I was scared and worried. He had figured out how to get to me and it worked.
I stood up and looked at him. "I agree." I cried myself to sleep that night. The next morning I began to serve my commitment and did it for six years with no complaints.
@@@@@
I looked back through the window again. John was still watching his TV. As I walked to my car, I didn't know if I was relieved or just in despair. Slowly I drove across town to my rental cottage. It was small but adequate. Most importantly, I could afford it. I had screwed up my life and I paid for my mistake. John was a good man and he deserved better than I gave him. I was ashamed of what I had done to him. However, it was time to start over. As I turned down the street toward my new home, I noticed a vehicle parked in the driveway. It was a big ugly yellow Hummer.
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I first met Jean at the diner where I had lunch every day. She was bright and cheerful and I looked forward to seeing her. Jean was a pretty girl and popular. She was the type of girl that I would not normally even think about dating. I was a large, though not fat, plain-looking, heavy equipment operator, and she was "Miss Personality". I never thought I would have a chance to date a girl like her, much less marry one. It was painful for me, trying to work up the nerve to ask her out. Rejection would crush me, even though I was used to it. Eventually, I did ask her out for a date and she accepted.
For several years, Jean had been going with a guy named Ray Cotton. It appeared that she and Ray were very close, but somewhere along the line, he lost interest in her and just disappeared. She was heartbroken for a long time and I was sort of picking her up on the rebound. I didn't know if that was good or bad. I didn't care since I was just happy with the way things worked out.
The dates we went on were very unexciting. I had no experience at all doing this sort of thing and was super careful not to make any mistakes that might ruin our relationship. Of course, I had never had sex with a girl or even done any serious petting, so I was clumsy as hell in that department. Eventually, with a lot of help from Jean, we did have sex. Everything I knew about it, I learned from Jean. I think I was a good student. I know I was enthusiastic. I was trying my best to meet any requirements that she might have in this arena. My only aim in life was to make her happy. It took me a long time to work up the courage to talk to her about marriage.
"Jean, would you consider, maybe, moving in with me or something like that?"
"John Simmons, are you asking me to shack up with you or marry you?"
"Whatever you feel comfortable with would be fine with me."
"Do you have a preference, John?"
"Well, yes. I'd like to have children and I think it would be better if we were married, but I don't want to rush you into anything."
"It's a big step, John. Can I have a few days to think about it?"
"Sure. I think you should take your time. It is a big decision."
That was not a good sign for me. I felt uncomfortable in the fact that she was not sure enough to give me a yes or no right away. I had no choice but to give her the time she wanted. Why did she have to think about it? I was unhappy with it but had no choice except to hope for the best.
Two days later Jean accepted my proposal of marriage.
We were married for fourteen years and had a son, Terry, and a daughter, Sarah. My work was going well and we had a comfortable house and lifestyle. I thought everything was perfect. All the anxieties that I had had earlier in our marriage were gone. I no longer felt that I was a second choice. Although we did not have a romantic life as they show in the movies or cheap novels, I still thought everything was fine.
This was when Jean started to act a little differently. It was nothing definite that I could put my finger on, but something was not right. Nothing was being neglected at home but I knew that things were not as they should be. A few times in the afternoon, I would call home just to chat. The kids were in school. Most of the time when I called, Jean did not answer the phone. She did her shopping once a week and now it seemed that she was shopping every day. She did not like shopping that much, whether it be for food or clothes. After about a week of this shit, I decided to do something.
I took a week off of work. I would leave in the morning and park down the street, out of sight. Jean would get in her car and drive down to the Super Mall. I watched from the parking lot and it was hours later till she came out and drove home. I spent three days doing this. The fourth day I followed her into the mall. She walked in the front and walked right out the back. I tried to follow her but it was too late. The next day, when she parked out front, I drove around the back of the mall and waited in an out-of-the-way spot. In a few minutes, Jean came out and walked over to a large yellow Hummer. She jumped into the passenger side and they left. I was not in a good enough position to follow and lost them right away.
My suspicions were confirmed. The worst thing that I could imagine happening, had happened. I was crushed. I have a temper and it was going to take everything in my power to keep from losing it. I had to remain calm about this whole thing. It was going to be rough. The kids and I were home on the weekends, so I was sure she was not meeting him then. I arranged to take the next week off from work. I don't know if I just wasted five days, or if it was five days well spent.
I kept my temper over the weekend. Monday morning, I parked behind the Super Mall at a place where I could see, but not be seen. I had borrowed a Ranger pickup from a friend at work. The Hummer arrived and with my trusty pair of binoculars, I got the plate number. I remembered which exit they had used from the mall lot, so I positioned myself near there. I did better this time. As they left the mall, I followed and within ten minutes they pulled into an apartment complex. They went into one of the buildings together. I had no intention at this time of going to his apartment, but I did have a lot of new information to process and some plans to make.
Of course, we all have friends in some position that can run a license plate for us. My wife's yellow Hummer belonged to Ray Cotton. What a surprise. After fourteen years of marriage, this son of a bitch shows up in my life again. My rage was building.
I spent the next day at home trying to figure out what to do. I had two wonderful children that had no idea that their mother was a slut. I didn't want them to find out. No matter what I did, it had to be done so that the children would not be hurt. I could make fear and rage work for me if I controlled my self. I was large enough and could be menacing if I had to be. Somehow or another, I had to end the affair and make it appear to the children that nothing had happened. Divorcing Jean at this point would not accomplish what I wanted. Killing Jean or Ray would not accomplish anything. I had to force Jean to stay and carry on as a wife and mother until the children both left for college. I decided to do it with fear and intimidation. This was not my real nature, but I had to try and make it believable. First, I had to get their attention.
My original plan was to put four sticks of dynamite under his Hummer and blow it up, when they weren't in it, of course. However, there are federal laws against this sort of thing and my being in jail would not help the situation. I decided that a smoke flare would get the same point across without putting me in jail. The local marine shop had a large variety of emergency smoke flares. All I had to do was figure out how to ignite one remotely. After several nights in the basement, I finally got it worked out using some remote control toy car components that Terry had outgrown. I was able to test it out easily, and the thing worked at over two hundred feet. I was sort of proud of my self. The week was over. Another week was coming up and I had to take some more time off from work.
The weekend went pretty well because now, I felt that I had control of the situation. Everything would be straightened out by the same time next week. Very early Sunday morning, I went over to Ray Cotton's apartment complex and quietly mounted my electrically operated smoke flare under his yellow Hummer. All I needed now was an opportune time to set it off.
The next day I was waiting by the Super Mall exit when they left. Instead of going to his apartment, they headed north. It was easy to follow them without being seen. They seemed to be so occupied with each other, that they wouldn't have noticed it if I was in a fire truck. They went to Lake Wenona, drove around to the back of the lake, and parked in a remote spot. I had no trouble staying out of sight because of the heavy brush. My old binoculars came in handy again, as I watched the two of them strip off their clothes and start groping each other. I picked up my cell phone and called Jean.
"Hello."
"Jean, this is John."
"Yes John, I recognize your voice."
"Where are you right now?"
She paused a second, not knowing what to say. She was a lousy liar.
"I'm in the parking lot at the Super Mall, John. Why?"
"Oh. Well, that's good to know Jean, because in ten seconds Ray Cotton's Hummer is going to explode in a big ball of fire. It sure is good you are not there."
"John, What did you say?"
"Ten, nine, eight, seven,"
I heard her drop the phone. "Get out! Get out of the car now. Quick."
Ray was startled. "What are you talking about? What is going on?"
She opened the door and jumped out, stark naked. Ray followed her, and they both ran away from the Hummer. I pressed the button on the remote control. There was a loud pop and orange smoke was billowing out from under the yellow monster truck. They were standing about fifty feet away from the smoking Hummer when I drove up in the pickup. I swung the passenger door open and told Jean to get in. I glared at Ray through the window, and said: "The next time I see you it will be at your funeral."
Neither one of us said a word on the long drive home. When we got to the house, I made her go from the driveway to the front door with no clothes on. She stood in the middle of the living room, afraid to move or say anything. I finally acknowledged her. "Go take a shower and put something on before the kids get home from school."
It was a stressful evening. We said nothing about any of it. Jean went to bed scared to death, and I slept on the sofa. Before I left for work, I took the queen size box spring and mattress out to my truck. When I came home from work I had two single beds and a few changes of linen to fit them. I put the beds together and Jean quietly put the new sheets on.
This continued for almost a week. One evening when the kids were away, Jean worked up the courage to talk to me.
"John, what is it that you want from me? What do you want me to do?"
I said nothing but paused from my reading a second. She offered no apology. She made no excuses. She did not whine or whimper. I could tell she was waiting for me to reply.
"My first impulse was to simply kill both of you. I was furious with what you did to the family and me. I was planning on just putting four sticks of dynamite under his truck, but then I thought of what that would do to the children. They would lose a mother and also a father. My revenge was not worth that. I put the marine flare there instead of the dynamite. I waited for you to end it, but you never did. I could stand it no longer. I am still mad and I am struggling with it every day. I don't know what I am capable of doing when I am in this state."
She sat quietly, listening to every word. She said nothing, and she was trying not to show any emotion. I continued.
"You will stay here in the house and act as mother and wife until both the children have left for college. You will perform all the duties of a wife and mother, except for the sex. That includes cooking, cleaning, laundry, shopping, and attending all social functions. At all times it must appear that we are a normal family. Neither of us will say anything to our families or friends about what happened. I will give you an allowance of $200 a month for your expenses and of course all the money you need to operate the household. The day Sarah leaves for college will also be the day of our divorce. I will give you half of the value of the house and half of our savings. I will give you no alimony."
It was like a prison sentence. I don't believe she knew how to respond. She sat there stunned. I assumed she was wondering why I didn't just throw her out and set her free or why I was putting her through this torture.
I continued: "I am doing this mainly for the kids. I want them to experience a normal childhood, and I will not let your infidelities screw up their lives. I am insisting on this Jean. There is nothing here to negotiate. I know this will sound very harsh and you will probably find it hard to accept, but please listen carefully to the last two conditions. They are very important."
I could tell she was a little worried but figured she could handle it.
"If you leave before your commitment is up, I will hunt you down and kill you. If you have any contact, at all, with Ray Cotton, I will hunt you down and kill both of you."
That was the fear and intimidation that I figured I needed to get her to go along with it. I had no intention of killing anyone but I couldn't let her know that.
Jean lived up to her part of the contract. For six years, she played the part of dutiful wife and loving mother. At no time did I have any complaints about her actions. I had hoped that as time went by she would offer some sort of explanation or apology. I got none. There was no remorse on her part. She never again said that she loved me or made any sign of wanting to resume any sort of loving relationship. I was looking for something. I was hoping for something. Nothing came. Although she accomplished all of her duties, her attitude never changed and there was never any show of affection again. This just seemed to make me a little bitter.
About three months before the end of the commitment, I was working in Lancaster when I noticed an article in the local newspaper. A man named Ray Cotton was shot dead at a local motel as he was having sex with another man's wife. I felt a tinge of satisfaction as I read about it. Just on a whim, I took some time and went down to the local police station. Ray's Hummer had been towed to the police impound lot until it could be picked up by his next of kin. They gave me the name and number of Ray's brother who lived in York. I called him up and was able to work out a deal to buy the hummer for less than fair market value. He didn't want it and having to deal with it was a pain in the ass to him.
Jean had saved money out of her expense account that I had given her. What she didn't know was that I was also putting money aside that was leftover each month from the household expense fund. I had estimated how much would be necessary to run the household, and if anything was left, I saved it. I took money from that fund to pay for the Hummer.
As we got closer to Jean's final days at our home, she found a small cottage to rent. She had moved some of her things to the cottage and was going to take what was left in the car with her when she moved out. The night before her last day, I had the big ugly yellow Hummer parked in the driveway of her rented cottage. On the driver's seat, I placed the new car title in her name and a copy of the newspaper article explaining the demise of Ray Cotton. I was sure she would be happy to see the Hummer when she arrived at her new home. It was a little thing, but I felt she deserved it.
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This is a 2008 story that has been reedited.
There is no sex in this story; sorry.
***
"The hot tub: definitely, the hot tub. I'll call you before I get there. Bye."
The kids had just left for school, and I just picked up the tail end of a private conversation my wife was having. She was standing in the kitchen, with her back turned to me. I was downstairs a little earlier than normal, because of an early morning meeting. I watched as her fingers danced over the cell phone keypad, erasing all calls. She set the phone on the counter and called up to me, not knowing I was already downstairs.
"If you are about ready honey, I'll start your eggs."
She turned as I ducked into the kitchen, with an innocent look on my face. "Sorry dear, but I have an early meeting. I'll grab something later this morning."
Sarah and I had been married for almost twenty years. We had two sons, Josh and Terry, who were both in high school. I keep myself in pretty good shape by jogging three times a week and entering a few five and ten K races throughout the year. Sarah didn't like running, but spend several days each week at the gym. We were both in good shape for our ages. You could never tell Sarah had two children.
"Well, I am glad I didn't start them before asking. Have a good day darling."
Rather than get in the car, I waiting in the garage for a few minutes. Sarah was a creature of habit. Every day, after she cleared off the breakfast table, she took a morning shower. Since the master bedroom was over the garage, I could hear the shower when she turned it on. In less than five minutes, I was back in the empty kitchen, with her cell phone in my hand. She always deleted incoming and outgoing calls, as soon as they happened. I am not sure why. I didn't hope to find anything that way, but I did want to look at her phone number list. There were only eight numbers preloaded in her phone: the home phone, my cell, both of the boys, both of her sisters, her mom, and her nail salon. Why did my wife have her nail salon on speed dial? I wrote down the number and entered my cell number in its place.
I still had plenty of time to make my meeting. About ten o'clock I called Sarah.
"John, what a surprise. I don't get too many calls in the middle of a workday. To what do I owe this pleasure?"
"I wanted to see if you were free for lunch today."
"That's sweet, but I already made plans to meet Janice at the Marshall Mall. Can we make it tomorrow?"
"Sure, I hold it open for you."
Living in a relatively small town made it easy to locate the motels that had hot tubs. The Casablanca had two, and both were available. The Deska motel had three, but one was already rented for the day. That made things easy. Since Sarah wasn't going to be available for lunch, I figured that was when she was meeting the guy who rented the room. After I loaded the phone number of the nail salon on my cell phone, I took the rest of the day off.
Rooms 112,114, and 116 had the hot tubs at the Deska. There was a black Mercedes parked in front of room 112, so I figured that was my best bet. I wrote down the license number, and parked a few slots away, to wait. About eleven-thirty my cell phone rang. Caller ID showed it to be Sarah. I answered the phone as I got out of the car.
"Yeah?" I was trying to use a generic masculine voice without really saying anything.
"I am just pulling into the parking lot, lover. Get the wine uncorked and the hot tub ready."
As she drove to the rear of the motel, I was leaning against my car with the cell phone in my hand. Her car slowed down and I could see her eyes go wide. "John, is that you?"
"Yes dear. Are you surprised?"
Her phone went dead.
I waited while she tried to figure out what to do. Finally, she pulled into a slot near mine, but far from the Mercedes. She got out and approached me.
"What are you doing here? I thought you were at work."
"I should ask you the same question. What are you doing here?"
It seemed forever until she came up with an answer. "I am meeting Janice here. We decided to just take one car to the mall."
It was so stupid that I didn't even try to respond to it. I lifted my phone and dialed the number for the nail salon.
After a man answered, I said "Hi. I just wanted to let you know that Sarah was not going to be able to make it today, and I think your car is being towed."
Sarah was standing with her mouth wide, looking at me. The door of room 112 was suddenly opened. Thom Singleton, a local real estate agent, who was also a family friend, came out to check on his car. He was as shocked as Sarah was when he saw me standing there.
"No sense wasting a good bottle of wine, Sarah. Have a fun afternoon. I'll see you at supper time." I got into my car and drove off. Both of them were in my rearview mirror as I left.
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This is a repost of a 2008 story that has been re-edited.
This is satire, please. Have fun. There is no actual sex in this story. Sorry.
*****
My name is Bruno Randazzo. Most people consider me to be a nasty son of a bitch. I run my own construction business and last year did over a hundred million dollars. I am a great businessman and I am proud of it. Most of my workers are union members. They cost me more in wages and benefits, but I make up for it in getting contracts, that I might otherwise have missed out on, and no work stoppages. I also have no problems with inspectors or permits. There are rumors that organized crime people are associated with the union but I don't have any knowledge of that. Several competitors of mine have had accidents and problems with equipment and such. I have been blamed for some of this but there has never been any proof. I am, of course, innocent of any misdeeds. Some people even whisper that I have been the direct cause of a few deaths. Of course, that is pure bullshit but I find it to my advantage to let the stories persist.
About ten years ago I found it necessary to be married for business reasons. I obtained a trophy wife for myself. There was no love or courtship involved in this union. She was a very attractive and classy chick that seemed to be interested in me. At the time I was a good catch so I had a lot of girls to choose from. Unfortunately, I didn't do too good of a job. While she met all of my meager criteria, she turned out to be a less than loving wife. The only smart thing I did was to have a strong prenuptial agreement. For the last four years, Betty has been trying to get a divorce. Of course, she is looking for the big bucks. She seems to believe that by making herself a miserable bitch I would be more inclined to dump her at any cost. Sorry, it just doesn't work that way. I was raised to believe that divorce was not an option.
"Bruno, I am not going to be able to put up with this shit marriage much longer. Just what the hell do I have to do to get you to give me a divorce?"
"We have been over this before and you know the answer."
"Come on, Bruno, neither one of us is happy and there is no reason to perpetuate this misery."
"Take up a hobby or something. I am not going to give you a divorce, and that is final."
"Well, how about if I file for it, what then?"
"What are you going to use for grounds? My lawyers will eat you up. I haven't done anything to justify it and you know it. I don't beat you, I don't cheat on you and I don't even verbally abuse you. Anything you can come up with will not hold water. I am afraid we will be married until you are ready for social security."
"Damn it, Bruno, how about if I cheat on you. Will you divorce me if I start sleeping around?"
"No sweetheart I won't, but I can assure you that there will be a couple of dead lovers around. Pretty soon the word will get out and they will start avoiding you like a Typhoid Mary."
"You are a son of a bitch, do you know that?"
She turned and stalked out of the room. I couldn't help but admire her beautifully rounded backside as she slithered out of the room. She swayed from side to side when she walked. Her dark hair, down past her shoulders, would swing back and forth in time with her ass cheeks. It was a sight to behold. She wasn't skinny like a lot of trophy wives. She was curvy and shapely. She never did seem to be that bright thought. If only her brain was as sharp as her tongue.
I put this conversation behind me like I had countless others. I figured she would be up to something but I didn't feel like sitting around waiting for it. But all good things come to an end.
It was a simple plain brown manila envelope. It was addressed to me and didn't have a return address. I looked at it carefully because something did not seem right. Finally, I opened it. Inside were about twenty photographs. They were of my loving wife, Betty, having sex with a big Latin looking guy. After flipping through the pictures quickly I sat down at the kitchen table with a cold Fosters.
I arranged all the pictures on the table very carefully. It was funny, I thought I would be outraged but I wasn't. Something was strange and the longer I looked at the pictures the more mesmerized I became. Several of the pictures were of very clear cum shots. There were eight of them. Three were on or about her face, three on or about her pussy and a couple on her ass. They were all different. They were not the same cum shots taken from different angles. Now the guy in the picture was well endowed, granted, but I doubt very much that he shot that amount of cum for eight times in a row. It was evident that all the pictures were taken at the same time.
After several more Fosters, I was starting to get a clear idea of what was going on. There was a third person involved because the pictures were all taken from different angles and were well focused. There was no actual penetration showing in any of the pictures. His cock was close to her mouth but never in it. It was close to her cunt but never in it. Hell, I never got into her ass so I was sure he didn't. Some of the pictures showed them bumping hips but still no actual penetration. I was convinced now that the gobs and gobs of cum all over her face and body were something other than what it appeared to be. How stupid was that? My dumb wife was simulating sex and showing me the pictures. The pictures were so phony that there was no way I could use them to prove adultery on her part because her lawyer would make me a laughing stock. How ever, if I looked at them and got raging mad and went out and killed the guy, I would go to jail and she could get the money. Sneaky bitch.
Ok, now who was the guy? I separated the photos so that I could get a good look at his face. There were only four of them but it was clear enough that I knew who it was. Carlo Quarteira was a Portuguese import that moved here from Rhode Island about five years ago. He tried to set up an earth moving business in my area using nonunion labor and charging a lot less than I did. He was gambling and it didn't work. I put him out of business in less than a year. Betty knew I hated the guy for muscling in on my operation. I can see why she picked him. For some reason, he stuck around, even after he lost everything. I thought for sure he would head back to RI. Ok, I knew where to find him so now what do I do? I was out of cold beer.
I went to the bedroom. I looked in Betty's nightstand. Her 25 caliber Berretta was there. I thought about it a few minutes and I decided I would use my old Army Issue .45. I still wasn't sure how I was going to play this but I hated being baited. It took about thirty minutes to get to Carlo's place. A worn out 89 Chevy was parked in front of the house. Things got very busy after that.
About six-thirty, I got home. I walked into the kitchen. Betty was sitting at the table picking at a salad. I yanked open the drawer to the buffet, threw the .45 into it, and slammed it shut. I had blood on my shirt and pants. I stripped them off and carried them over to the laundry room. After throwing them in the washer I walked back into the kitchen in my underwear. Betty was just staring at me.
"What's wrong darling? Do you have a problem?" I asked.
"No. Nothings wrong. Would you like me to make you a sandwich?"
"I'm going to take a shower and go down to Porzio's and get some linguini. Don't wait up."
As I walked out of the room, I noticed a small smile on my wife's face. Everything was going just like she planned.
There were some very important people at Porzio's that night. In fact, they were there almost every night. I stopped by the table and paid my respects. I mentioned that I was going to be tied up for a few weeks and that everything was going to be Ok. I took a table over in the corner and ordered a bottle of Lancer's rose. I felt a Portuguese wine was appropriate for the occasion. I started with an antipasto. There was no hurry; this was going to be a long night.
About nine-thirty they showed up. Two detectives in cheap suits walked over to my table. There were two uniforms by the door. I smiled and pushed myself back from the table to greet them.
"Bruno Randazzo, you are under arrest for the murder of Carlo and Louisa Quarteira. You have the right to remain..."
His voice went on and on and I didn't hear anything else he was saying after that. They led me out of the restaurant in handcuffs and I smiled as I was put into the police cruiser. What they didn't know was that my lawyer was already down at the police station waiting for us. I always liked to plan.
The session at the police station was as expected.
"Mister Randazzo, do you know Carlo and Louisa Quarteira?"
My lawyer, John Fermi, would nod if it were OK for me to answer and shake his head if it wasn't. He nodded on this one.
"I knew Mister Quarteira but I never had the pleasure of meeting his wife."
"How did you know him?"
"A while ago he opened up a non-union construction company in the area in direct competition with my company. He was in business for less than a year and then folded up."
"So you had a grudge against him?"
"No, he was out of business. I settled my grudge and moved on."
"When was the last time you saw him?"
"About six months ago. Why?"
"We believe that mister Quarteira and his wife were killed this morning in his home and we have reason to believe that you were the one who killed them."
My lawyer leaned over and told me not to say anything more.
"Why do you think that my client had anything to do with this?"
"The Quarteira's were shot with a .45 caliber automatic. We found the shell casings at the scene of the murder. The firing
pin markings matched the firing pin on Mister Randazzo's gun."
"How did you get mister Randazzo's gun?"
"That's not important at this time."
"It certainly is and if I don't get an answer we are leaving."
"We also have a shirt belonging to mister Randazzo that has blood on it. We believe the blood is from the Quarteirs's and we are waiting for DNA results."
"And how did you get mister Randazzo's shirt? We are not going to cooperate any more unless you start leveling with us. Where did you find the bodies and did the bullets removed from the bodies match the bullets from my client's gun?"
"We don't have the bodies at this point."
"So we have a murder with nobodies. That is very interesting. Anything else you have to tell us?"
"We found the car belonging to the Quarteira's on the back of one of mister Randazzo's construction equipment lots, burned to a crisp."
"Were the bodies in the car?"
"No."
"Why would my client do something like this?"
"Because of the photos, he got in the mail."
I looked at John and shrugged my shoulders. "I didn't get any pictures in the mail."
"Gentlemen, either charge mister Randazzo now or we are leaving. You don't even have proof that a murder was committed so there is nothing that you can charge him with. We still want to know how you got the gun and the shirt that you claim were connected to the mysterious crime."
There was no response from the other side of the table. John and I got up and quietly left the room with no objection.
We went to John Fermi's office after we left the police station.
"John, you know I am being set up."
"It sure looks that way. Is it your wife?"
"I think so. She wants out of the marriage bad and I believe this has something to do with it."
"Bruno, if she gets you sent to jail, she can petition for divorce and get a settlement even though you have the prenuptial. Somebody must have given her some legal advice. I'll look around."
"John, There is a lot more going on here than meets the eye, but I am going to keep some of it from you. In some cases, the less you know, the less chance you will have to get yourself in trouble. I'll tell you enough so that you can defend me but not enough to screw up the works."
"That makes it rough Bruno. What do you want me to do?"
"Just keep me out of jail and find out who is helping Betty."
It was morning, I stopped by my office and Joe Stempi was waiting for me. Joe held a unique position within my circle of business associates. He was a coordinator and fact gatherer. I knew what he was there for.
"Bruno, give me an update."
"It's easy Joe. My wife is trying to set me up to go to jail so she can divorce my ass and walk away with some dough."
"How did she do that?"
"She set up a fake affair with Carlo Quarteira and fed it to me so that I would blow my stack and go kill the guy. Then I would end up in prison and she would be able to dump me."
"Why would she think you would fall for that dumb crap?"
"I told her if I ever caught her with another guy I would kill him. She knew I meant it and is trying to use it against me."
"I don't understand. If that was so, how come Frankie Donato is still walking around?"
"What are you talking about? Who the hell is Frankie Donato?"
Joe did not say anything. He just sat there and then he shook his head.
"Damn it, damn it. Bruno, I screwed up bad and I am truly sorry."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"We all thought you knew about Frankie and that you were all right with it. We never even imagined that you didn't know."
"Come on Joe. Get it out. What are you trying to say?"
"Ok Bruno, but remember, don't kill the messenger.
I nodded at him.
"Frankie and Betty have been lovers for about twelve years. They were together before you got married and since you got married. They meet at his place about two times a week. Frankie even brags about screwing Betty at your wedding reception before you got to take her to the hotel. You were drinking and having a good time and Betty was upstairs, having a romp with Frankie in her wedding dress."
"How come I didn't know about this Joe?"
"Everybody thought you knew. It was common knowledge. They figured you didn't care."
"Hell, I don't think I ever even met Frankie Donato. How did she keep this from me for ten years?"
"I don't know, but that's why, when you said you were going to take out any guy she was with, I didn't understand why you didn't just do Frankie."
Both of us sat there for a minute.
"Bruno, what do you want me to do?"
"Nothing Joe, everything is fine. Fermi got the cops under control and there is no way it will ever come to trial. I got a couple of aces up my sleeve. Tell everybody there is nothing to worry about."
My loving wife was waiting when I got home.
"What are you doing here? How did you get out already? How did they get bail set so fast?"
"Damn woman, you sure ask a lot of questions. They don't have enough evidence to charge me with anything and they had to leave me go. There was no bail even necessary. By the way how the hell did they get my gun and my shirt?"
Betty stammered around a little bit. It was a hard question for her to answer. " I don't know Honey, they just showed up at the door and ask for you. I said you weren't home and they ask if it was all right to look around. I was scared so I just said, 'yes'." They found the gun and the shirt and then they just left."
Well, I knew that was all bull shit, but let it slide. I went upstairs, took a shower and caught a couple of hours of sleep.
I stayed busy at work the next week. John Fermi told me that Betty had gone to Allentown and found a lawyer who told her everything she needed to do to get me set up. John said the Allentown lawyer would not be advising her any longer. The DNA results came back on my shirt. There were three different blood samples, mine, Louisa's and Carlo's. The police still didn't have a body. It appears that they also talked to my wife again and ask her about the photographs that supposedly sent me on my rampage. She insisted I had them, but since I denied it, she couldn't prove anything. That meant the police didn't have a motive. The police were trying to put a case together based on the shell casings and the bloody shirt but it was pretty weak.
Joe picked me up and drove me to Porzio's. Several important people were waiting for us but most importantly, there was a new face. I had never seen the guy before but he had an air of authority about him.
"Bruno, I would like to introduce you to Roberto Costas. Mister Costas came down from Rhode Island to meet you."
"It's a pleasure, Mister Costas. I haven't met too many other people from your neck of the woods."
Roberto smiled and shook my hand. "Yes, but you have met my brother in law, Carlo."
"Indeed I did. Sorry about any problems I caused for him."
"Oh, not to worry. No hard feelings about his attempt to start a competitive construction company. I told him it was a stupid thing to do but he was a hard worker and figured he could make it work in spite of you."
"What can I do for you, mister Costa?"
"My sister Louisa is worried."
"I haven't harmed your sister and I have no intention of harming her."
"I know that. She is not afraid of you, Bruno. She told me that you were very generous in sending her and Carlos on that Alaskan Cruise. She tried to explain the circumstances to me but I am afraid it was just a little too complicated to follow. In any event, I am grateful to you for your benevolence. Louisa is afraid of your wife, Betty. She said she is a fierce and determined woman and not to be trusted."
"I understand. Hopefully, the problem will be resolved in a few days. By the time Carlos and Louisa are home, everything should be under control. I also got them a new car, to repay them for the trouble that my wife caused."
"Thank you, mister Randazzo. My sister will be pleased to hear that it is safe for them to return next week. I appreciated your cooperation and I am looking forward to working with you in the future." We all shook hands again. Joe and I left for my office.
"OK, Bruno now is the time to tell me what the hell is going on. The guy from Rhode Island knows more about it than I do."
"Joe, you have to keep it quiet for a while. I still have some things to take care of. Betty went to see a lawyer in Allentown who told her what she had to do to get me sent to prison. Then she could divorce me and bypass the prenuptial agreement. Carlos and Louisa Quarteira were having financial problems since I put him out of business. They were over three months behind on their mortgage payment and going to lose the house. Betty found out about it some way and went to see them. She agreed to give them enough to make the back payments if Louisa would take some pictures of Carlos and Betty having sex. They didn't have sex but the pictures indicated otherwise. Louisa said Betty filled a ketchup dispenser with mayonnaise and squirted it on herself to make it appear that Carlos had climaxed. Louisa had to keep Carlos hard until they could shoot all the pictures. Betty mailed the pictures to me and I immediately recognized Carlos. Then, I figured out the pictures were fake. I went over to see Carlos and Louisa and they told me the whole story."
"You went over to shoot them?"
"Well. I wasn't sure. The photos looked phony and I just needed them to verify it. Louisa was pissed when I explained what Betty was trying to do. She did not appreciate Betty setting them up to be shot by an irate husband. It wasn't hard to get them to agree to help me."
"Does John Fermi know all this, Bruno?"
"No, but I'll update him this afternoon. I had to keep him in the dark a little so he wouldn't get in any trouble with the bar."
"What about the blood and the shells?"
"I told them to pack a small bag but make sure that it didn't look like they were going anywhere. Stella at the Travel Agency got them flights to Seattle and a cabin for a three-week Alaskan cruise. They had enough time in Seattle to buy clothes with the two grand I gave them for expenses. I took a couple of old living room cushions and fired a half dozen muffled shots into them leaving the shells on the kitchen floor. We threw the pillows in the back of the Chevy. Carlos and I had a hell of a time getting Louisa to cut her arm but she finally did it. We smeared blood from all three of us on my shirt. I had him sign the title for the car over to me and drive it to my Mt Penn equipment lot. After we torched the car, I drove them down to the Philly airport. When I got home I stashed the gun while Betty watched and put my bloody shirt in the hamper. I was pretty sure what she would do next."



Joe seemed to be impressed. "The guys will be talking about this fiasco for a long time, Bruno. I won't say anything to anyone till you give me the go-ahead but I think you better bring Fermi up to date as soon as you can."
After Joe left I went over to see John Fermi.
I stayed busy the next few days catching up with work. The whole situation was like a boil on your neck. Eventually, it has to come to a head and burst. That happened on Friday. Betty and I were sitting in the living room having a nice quiet evening at home. She got up to answer a knock on the door and let two detectives and six uniforms in the house.
"Bruno, These gentlemen have a search warrant and I had to let them in." There was a smirk on her face that I desperately wanted to wipe off but smiled to myself instead. My wife was waiting patiently for the police to find what they were looking for and haul my ass down to the station again. After about ten minutes one of the men came down the stairs with my wife's Berretta in a plastic evidence bag.
"I found it, Lieutenant. It was in a nightstand and it has been recently fired."
As I stood up the detective looked over to my wife. "Betty Randazzo, you are under arrest for the murder of Frank Donato. You have the right to remain silent, you have the right.." He finished the rest of it on the way to the squad car. Betty was looking back at me as if she wanted me to help but didn't know how to ask. I stood in the front doorway and watched as the squad cars drove down the street. No lawyer in town would dare talk to her. Her only hope was a public defender.
Frankie Donato was found in his apartment shot eight times with a .25 caliber automatic. The only fingerprints in the apartment were Frankie's and Betty's. They found sixteen photos of Betty having sex with an unknown man on the kitchen table. I didn't think they would, but they found several partial fingerprints on the Berretta. The prints turned out to be Betty's. The neighbors identified Betty as a regular visitor to the apartment. There was no lawyer to talk to her and there was no bail bondsman who would even consider it.
The next day Carlos and Louisa returned from their vacation. They called the police to find out why their house was marked as a crime scene, while they were gone. Shortly after that, John Fermi called to let me know the charges against me were dropped. Carlos and his wife did not tell the police any more than they had to and refused to answer any questions after the first ten minutes. They got rid of the police by expressing great anger and indignation about the whole affair. The cops decided to let it drop.
Betty sat in jail with only her public defender to talk to. I went down to see her but she refused to have anything to do with me. Two months later, after a quick trial, Betty went to Muncy for ten to fifteen years. She could be out in eight for good behavior, but I had it fixed so that would never happen.
While Betty was waiting for trial, I set up a new earthmoving company. It was designed to handle small, nonunion jobs with nonunion employees. I had convinced my companions that it would be good business to allow both of us to operate independently, but under my control. Materials and other items would come from my regular suppliers, which made everyone happy. Carlos Quarteira was more than eager to run this new division for me. I knew he was capable and I knew I could trust him.
One sunny day, there was a knock on the door and standing there was the most beautiful woman I ever saw.
"Hello, My name is Elizabeth Costa. My brother Roberto ask me to come and take care of you. Where would you like me to put my bags?"
"By the stairs, would be fine." There was nothing more I could say. I simply stood there and admired this goddess as the cab driver placed the luggage on the floor. The cabbie left with a big smile and a nice tip.
"What exactly does that mean? How are you supposed to take care of me?"
"To please my brother, you have denied yourself the companionship of a wife. I will take care of your house for you. I will accompany you to any social functions you are required to go to and I will see that you are fed and properly clothed. All of your needs will be taken care of."
"Sounds like a mother to me."
"Did you sleep with your mother?"
"Of course not."
"Relax Bruno, everything will be fine. If anyone asks, I am simply a housekeeper and companion. At night, I am your whore. If you hurt me, you will die like a little frog on a hot sidewalk. Do you understand?"
"I think I am in love."
My life is good now. Elizabeth and I drive up to Williamsport every month to visit Betty. Elizabeth enjoys having Betty see her when we visit. Most of the time Betty refuses to speak to me. She has already filed for divorce from prison and I refused it. I will stay married to Betty for the rest of my life, but I don't think I will ever be living with her again. Every two or three months she gets involved in some sort of disruption at Muncy which adds a little more time to her sentence.
Elizabeth has no desire to get married. As long as things are going smoothly we will stay together. If at any time she decides to leave I will not stop her. I have enjoyed my time with her tremendously and will remember it forever.
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***
I am a simple man. I drive a bulldozer for a living. It's a fair living and I have provided well for my wife, Marcie and two sons, Jason, 15 and Troy, 16. We have a modest home that is just about paid off and enough money in the bank to ensure that the boys can get to college. Marcia and I have been married 18 good years, or so I thought. I seemed to have aged normally, gained a little weight, lost a little hair and added a few wrinkles. My work keeps me in good shape but my hands are a little calloused and rough. Marcie, on the other hand, has aged very nicely. As she got older her body seemed to fill out more and her hair and general appearance made her stand out in a crowd. I was very proud to have her for a wife. She dressed well and knew just the right way to groom herself for the maximum effect.
So why am I in doubt about the condition of my marriage? I guess like most guys I became complacent and comfortable the way things were. I thought that since I was happy that Marcie was also. I never looked for trouble and never had any reason to suspect anything. I am trusting by nature and I assume that made me a little gullible.
For about the last six months it seems that Wednesday night supper has been a better meal than usual. I didn't know why and at first it didn't seem abnormal. Marcie was always upbeat and seemed pleased to layout a special feast for the family, and we all enjoyed it. Then I also noticed that on Wednesdays she was always dressed more casually than normal. She would have on sweats or some type of lounging wear. Not the type of dress that she would outside the house. Every other night of the week she had on her normal attire until bedtime. By supper time on Wednesdays, she had already changed her clothes.
I am not a hamper diver. At the end of the day, I just throw my dirty clothes in the hamper and move on. Tonight I just had to look deeper. I didn't even know Marcie owned a black bra and panties. Lord knows I never saw her wear them. There they were, laying in the bottom of the basket under some damp towels. It almost looked like the towels were put down to purposely cover them up. It was like she felt sure that I would never look there. She knew me pretty well. I guess I should have picked them up and checked them for lord knows what, but I couldn't bring myself to do it.
I wondered if everything was connected. The great meal on Wednesdays. The early change of clothes. The new fancy underwear. Sometimes I wished I wasn't such a simple trusting jerk. Since it appeared to have been going on for about six months I felt it was time to look into it a little further. If she was doing anything behind my back she was being pretty careful.
My company issued each of us a handheld GPS for help in site location. The next Wednesday, before I went to work, I turned it on and placed it on the floor behind the driver's seat in Marcie's Volvo. The batteries would last 14 hours. I had a hard time concentrating on work all day thinking about what I was going to find. After another great supper, I felt confident that my plan would yield the results I was looking for but hoping not to get. Marcie suspected nothing as I left the house to go to the auto parts store.
After installing fresh batteries in the GPS I was on my way. The GPS first took me to a drug store a few miles from the house and then directly to the Airport Marriott. I was able to get to within three feet of where she parked her car. You got to love these gadgets. The route then led home, after stopping at a grocery store along the way. Now I had to wait a whole painful week for my next step. I did stop at the auto parts store on the way and believe it or not they sold car door jimmy bars.
Everything was fine when I got home. Marcie and the kids were watching TV and it seemed like one big happy family, as always. I took a shower and checked the hamper. At the bottom was a set of light olive green silky underwear. Before going downstairs to join the family I peeked in her underwear drawer, It the back, behind her everyday underwear, were several sets of fancy stuff. They were not new. I carefully closed the dresser drawer and went to sit with my loving wife.
I had no trouble getting the next Wednesday off. I found a nice spot in the back of the Marriott parking lot where I wouldn't be noticed and got comfortable. A cooler with water and some snacks would tide me over quite well. I figured she would be getting there after lunch but did not know for sure. Finally, after my tenth Sudoko puzzle I spotted the Volvo pulling into the same spot as the week before. She just sat in the car for over ten minutes until a silver PT cruiser parked about twenty feet from her. He got out of the car and went up to room 121. As soon as he unlocked and opened the room door, Marcie briskly walked over and went in.
It took less than ten seconds for me to jimmy the door on the cruiser and another ten to get the registration out of the glove box. I couldn't decide if I should wait till they came out or just leave. Since I was dying to take a leak I left.
Todd Marshall seemed to be in his mid-thirties. He was good looking and well dressed. I could see why Marcie was attracted to him. He was everything I was not and would never be. On my way home I drove by the address on the registration. It was a small, modest house in a well-established neighborhood. It didn't look like a family home and there were no indications of kids anywhere around. It seemed as if he would have no trouble getting women his age or younger and I could not figure out why he wanted Marcie. I guess she was far more desirable than I had thought. Now I didn't know what to do.
The kids were both gone Sunday and Marcie and I were relaxing with the paper. She seemed a little tense and finally spoke.
"John", she started "is something wrong? you seem a little distant lately."
I wanted to avoid answering her. I do very poorly at confrontation.
"Nothing is wrong. I guess I am just tired. Working extra hours to get the kids college money together is starting to take its toll."
"You always worked long hours. I thought you were used to it."
"Sort of, but then I worry about a lot of things. I worry that I am not being attentive enough to you. I worry that I am not being the best husband that I could be. Bringing in a good salary is important but not the most important. Are you happy?"
"Of course I am happy. I have a beautiful home, two great kids, a wonderful husband, and a new Volvo. What more could a woman want?"
For some reason that pissed me off. I have never yelled at my wife or been critical in any way but listening to her tell me how great everything was and knowing she was cheating was too much for me. I got up, grabbed my jacket and started walking towards the door.
"John, what the hell is the matter? What did I say that pissed you off?"
"I'm sorry. Was I that obvious?"
"Yes. I never saw you upset like this. Are you sure you aren't having some other problems you want to talk about? I have always been here for you. How can I help?"
That was more than I could handle. The stupid thing was, I had brought it all on myself. I didn't want this. I wanted everything to be like it was. I wanted peace and tranquility. Why the hell did she start this conversation?
I stood by the door and looked straight at her. "Just answer one question for me and answer it truthfully. As long as you answer truthfully everything will be okay. If you lie or avoid the answer I don't know what will happen. OK?"
"Of course it is okay. I have never lied to you, John. Why would I lie now?"
"I have never questioned your fidelity and I have always felt that you have been honest and truthful in our relationship but I have to ask this."
"Okay."
"Who are you meeting over at the Aiport Marriott hotel every Wednesday and why?"
Marcie stood and looked at me with her mouth half-open. She seemed shocked at the question. She was nervous and uneasy. Her eyes darted to the floor and around the room as if looking for a way out and knowing there was none.
Finally, she spoke quietly and slowly. "I don't know why you would ask me such a thing after all our years together? I'm disappointed that you don't trust me and that you would even think such a thing."
I stood looking at her, waiting for an answer, but none came.
"I guess that answers my question. I'll never bring it up again. I am going out for a while. Don't wait up."
She was quiet as I walked out the door, but while I was getting in the truck she started yelling for me to come back into the house and talk. I felt like getting drunk.
Marcie was in bed when I finally came home. She didn't move or make a sound when I got in beside her. The next morning she was acting as if nothing had happened. The boys were not aware that anything was going on between us. Breakfast was as usual but quiet. I left for work without saying anything.
Supper that Wednesday was as it used to be before her affair. She wore normal clothes and the meal was good, but not special. I assumed she had not seen her lover that day. A quick check of the hamper seemed to prove my suspicions, just plain cotton underwear. I decided that I had to do a better job keeping track of what she was doing. Marcie got a cell phone about six months ago, but I didn't. After a little looking around, I found that I could call a certain number and check her cell phone calling log at any time and it was up to date within the hour. I never got to see the cell phone bills because Marcie got the mail and paid everything from the joint account. I also realized that Marcie and I had a limited number of friends so I had no idea what she was using the cell phone for. I always called with the house phone and so did the kids. Marcie used the house phone when she was home also. Just for the hell of it, I got my own prepaid cell phone. No bills, no contract and it was cheap for what I needed it for. I could check her calling log anytime from anyplace.
As you all have guessed by now, ninety percent of her cell calls were to and from the same number. She called Todd eight times and he called her six times since I confronted her on Sunday. I was dying to know what they talked about but had no idea how to arrange that. For the next three weeks, they continued to talk a couple of times a day and then one Wednesday we had a great supper. The black outfit was at the bottom of the hamper. You think she might have figured that out by now. The next Wednesday morning the GPS was back in the car.
Marcie was no longer going to the Marriott. The GPS went straight to 321 David Drive, Todd Marshall's house. At least we had a good supper that night. I could no longer accuse her of meeting someone at the Marriott.
The next Wednesday I took off work and drove to the Marriott. I took a couple of bottles of water, a sandwich, and my Sudoko book. Finally got to use my cell phone for something practical, I called a cab. He dropped me off at the bus stop bench down from Todd's house. About two hours later Marcie showed up. She parked the Volvo a half block from his house and walked right in the front door. I had the spare key for her precious car. It took me about twenty minutes to drive to the Marriott and park the Volvo in the exact spot she parked in a month before. Just in case, I wiped it down and locked it before driving home. Marcie did not know I would be home, and I watched the silver PT cruiser drive by the house twice before it dropped her off at the corner. My truck was in the driveway and I am sure it gave them some concerns.
"What are you doing home, John?"
"The dozer broke about 2 o'clock and they just told me to take the rest of the day off."
'Well, I got some bad news. I was at Walmart and the Volvo was stolen."
"Was it locked?"
"Yes, it was locked. I was only there a short while and when I came out it was gone. I called the cops and reported it right away. I would have called you but I didn't think you would be home."
"What did you buy?"
"Nothing, I was looking at TVs for Xmas. That's not important anyhow."
"How did you get home?"
"The police dropped me off."
"Oh. I didn't see the car."
She gave me an exasperated look and started up the stairs.
"Marcie, how about if I order Pizza for supper?"
"That's fine."
Guess where I found the red lace underwear.
Friday night when I came home from work the Volvo was in the garage.
"I see you got your car back."
"Yes, they called this afternoon."
She sat at the kitchen table looking at the cup of coffee in front of her. Her fingers were twirling around the cup handle as if she was obsessive-compulsive. She was disheveled and looked tired. She refused to look at me or acknowledge my presence more then she had to. I went upstairs and took a shower. When I came down she had not moved.
I sat on the living room couch and picked up the paper as she put her cup in the sink. She started up the stairs. "Where did they find the car?" I asked. My head was away from her so she could not see the smirk on my face. She paused momentarily and then continued up to the bedroom. It was a bad move on my part. I never should have said that. It was out of character and cruel. I always regretted it. We ordered Pizza again that night and I explained to the boys that their mom wasn't feeling well.
Wednesday suppers returned to normal as did her attire. I monitored the phone calls and there were none. She was not getting her money's worth out of that cell phone. As the weeks went by with no changes I started to check the phone records less and less. The situation between Marcie and I had deteriorated to just sharing the house. There was no sex or anything close. No kiss good night or goodbye in the morning. Our conversations were limited to what was necessary to function. It was a miserable time but destined to go downhill.
I was doing routine checks on her cell phone usage and then after about three months I happen to do a check and discovered the new phone calls. I was crushed. I didn't expect the situation to get better but I had hoped it would not get worse. He contacted her first and then there were several exchanges in a short period. I prayed that it would never come to this but my prayers went unanswered. I noticed a slight change in her mood and knew she was up to no good. I went back to the daily check on the phone activity.
Todd Marshall worked for a local Chrysler dealer. On Wednesday morning I wandered into the dealership knowing he would not be there. I figured out that Todd had every Wednesday off. After pretending to look at the cars I wandered down the hall toward the restrooms and employees' lounge. There was a trophy case in the hall full of bowling trophies. There was a picture of Todd with the rest of the bowling team. One of the salesmen came walking out of the lounge.
"Wow, that's an impressive collection you guys won," I said trying to be casual.
"Yes, we are pretty proud of the team. We stink at softball so this makes up for it."
"Where does your team bowl?"
"Crystal Lanes down on Elkmont every Friday night. Are you interested in any particular car?"
"No, I am just here for service."
I spent a few more minutes looking around the showroom before leaving for Crystal Lanes. The main building was a long steel, preformed structure set perpendicular to the road. There was parking all along the side backed with a row of trees and bushes. The lot lighting seemed to be a little sparse which fit my plans. I went inside and checked the league bowling schedules which were posted in plain view.
Friday night the boys were having a high school football game. Marcie didn't enjoy going to the games and was not anxious to go with me anyhow. It gave me an excuse to get out of the house.
Marcie was sitting at the kitchen table when I came down for a late breakfast. Her eyes were red and puffy. It was plain to see that she had been crying pretty hard. She glared at me as I entered the room with hatred that I had never seen before. She said nothing. As I got coffee she left the room and went upstairs. I sat down and reached for the newspaper that was in front of her.
"Police found the body of Todd Marshall in the Crystal Lanes parking lot late last night. It appears that he was the victim of a brutal mugging as he left the bowling alley following league play. His wallet was found in a dumpster a block from the crime scene. The money and credit cards were missing from the wallet. Police have no clues or suspects at this time."
His watch and credit cards went down a storm drain and I doubt that they would ever show up. The timing was perfect. I showed up at the boy's football game when it started and I was there when it ended. I gave the boys a ride to and from the game. I felt bad for Marcie but I felt nothing for Todd.
Marcie spent the whole day in the bedroom crying. I didn't try to talk to her or console her. If I confronted her, there was no way she could explain why she was crying without incriminating herself. I did not want to screw up like I did the last time. I slept on the couch that night.
Marcie had Sunday breakfast ready as she usually did. She looked fresh and rested but was somber and listless. She didn't do anything wrong but she was not her old perky self. She politely asked the boys how the football game went and apologized for not making it there. There was no eye contact between the two of us. I didn't push it. The boys and I spent most of the day mowing, raking and pruning. Lunch and supper were strained for me, but the boys didn't seem to notice. I tried to sleep in the bed that night but ended up on the couch again.
Inside of Todd's wallet was a small picture of Marcie standing in a room naked. Her boobs and dark bush were showing and there was a big smile on her face as she posed for it. It wasn't pornographic, just sexy. She looked very pretty in the picture except it wasn't meant for me to see. I placed the picture in her underwear drawer under her sexy stuff.
Our life continued as normally as it could. Marcie was doing all the things she usually did but seemed to be spending more time on each task. She was organizing and rearranging things constantly. The meals were fine but never up to the special Wednesday ones. One day I checked the underwear drawer and the photo and special underwear were all gone. She never said anything about the picture. I don't know what happened to any of it.
That week the house at 321 David Drive was put up for sale by Todd's brother. It took a while but I was finally able to convince the bank to let me assume the mortgage payments in my name alone and then I proceeded to rent it out.
We never talked about anything that happened. If we didn't talk about it we could pretend that it never happened. We were both fooling ourselves. One day during a lull in our non-conversation she turned to me.
"John, do you think we should consider a divorce?"
It was a serious question and the first time anything of this nature came up.
"No. Not yet. Wait till the boys are both finished with high school and then it will be okay,"
She sort of smiled as if the option I gave her was better then none at all. I left it at that.
Time passed and everything stayed about the same. Marcie was becoming more and more like an obsessive-compulsive person living in her own world. The boys and I didn't confront her. I think they knew something was going on but they were in denial just like Marcie and I were. Although we shared the same bed there was no sex. We tolerated each other for some obscure reason. Troy graduated and left for Penn State. Jason was already accepted and would be leaving shortly. I decided it was time to see the lawyer.



The day Jason left for college I found Marcie at the kitchen table reading the classifieds.
"Are you looking for something in particular?"
"I guess I have to find a place to live."
"Don't bother. I am giving you the house. It is paid off and you will get the title in your name free and clear. You will also get four thousand from the checking account and seventeen thousand from the savings account. You can keep the house or sell it, your choice. If you decide to keep it, you better look for a job. Also, you have to get the utilities transferred over to your name before the end of the month."
She gave me a look of amazement. I don't think she expected what I offered.
"Here are the papers. Sign them and it will all be over in sixty days. You can have a lawyer look them over if you'd like."
Marcie grabbed a pen from the kitchen drawer and signed both documents without reading a word. She handed them back to me. "Thank you."
The short term renters were out of Todd's old place and I had been gradually moving my things there over the last few weeks. I bought the house furnished, as Todd left it. All I had to do was transfer personal items and get a few new small appliances. The last things from my dresser drawers and the closet were quickly thrown into a few black trash bags to carry to my new place. Marcie sat at the kitchen table and watched as I loaded and reloaded the truck. When I was finally done I leaned over and kissed her gently on the cheek. I said goodbye and she smiled with a tear in her eye.
EPILOG: The next year went by quickly. After the divorce was final, Marcie put the house up for sale. It sold quickly. The boys were both doing fine at school. I was glad I had prepaid the tuition. I got comfortable in the new house. I didn't see or talk to Marcie again. I don't know where she moved to but once or twice a month I see her Volvo drive slowly past the house on David Drive. I don't know if she is thinking of me or Todd. Marcie never apologized for what happened. She never said she was sorry and she never gave me an explanation. I never asked. They never found out who killed Todd Marshall. One of the ladies in the bookkeeping department at work has asked me over to her house for supper Friday night. I think I am going to go.
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A Wine and Old Lace Story
"Gavin! You have to get moving if you are going to get to McIntyre's by noon."
"I got plenty of time, Mom. Don't worry about it. I still don't know what they want with me. Father usually takes care of all the legal matters. I never wanted to get involved with all that paperwork and such."
"I know. I know, but they insisted it was important. And don't push that horse more than you have to."
"I don't know why dad can't at least go with me?" He posed it as a question, not a statement.
"He insisted that this is a meeting that you must take by yourself. He has confidence in your ability to handle it."
"That means that he knows what it is about. Why didn't he tell me?"
"He has his reasons. I am sure you will be okay. That is, if you get there on time. Now get moving. It is a long way to Aberdeen."
The stable hand had the gelding ready when he got there. It wasn't the fastest horse, but it was the largest and able to handle Gavin's size for the trip with no problem. Gavin was large even for a Scotsman, but there was not an ounce of fat on him. Like his father and his father's father, he was solid and fearful to behold even at only twenty-five years. The full beard and unkempt sandy hair did nothing to mellow the image. He did make it to the offices of McIntyre Solicitors in time,but barely.
Fitz McIntyre was grossly overweight and was not ashamed to admit that he was suffering from severe gout. As odd as it may seem, having gout was a sort of status symbol among the gentry. His desk was quite large but the room was small and dank. Gavin waited patiently while he arranged and rearranged several piles of paper until he had them just right.
McIntyre cleared his throat a few times and then took a sip of what appeared to be tea, but Gavin was not sure. "Robert Erskine, your great uncle died last month and named you,Gavin Erskine, as his one and only heir. You are to assume full ownership and possession of all his properties and enterprises within the next ninety days, or they will be forfeit."
Gavin was a bit shocked. "I am sorry Mister McIntyre, can you repeat all that and be a bit more explicit? I was not at all prepared for this and need a chance to absorb it."
"It's my fault Gavin. I tend to be a bit brisk at times. Do you know anything at all about your great uncle?"
"Only that he lived in Ireland, never married and had quite a bit of land. I know nothing about any enterprises that you mentioned."
"Like your father, your great uncle was also a Laird, similar to an English Lord. He has a extremely large estate with a fine manor house. There are only five tenant houses, however the property has a large clay pit which is leased out to a London porcelain company and an extensive turpentine operation. The income from these two enterprises alone has allowed him to maintain the manor easily and to accumulate a very large bank account and trust which you also inherit."
"It appears that it would be foolish for me not to take it over."
"That is correct and I recommend that you make arrangements to get there a soon as you can."
"Where exactly is this place?"
After a bit of scrambling about the desk top, McIntyre produced a small map. "It appears to be about ten kilometers north of Kenmare."
"I never heard of it."
"Neither did I, but I am sure you will be able to find it."
Gavin spent the next hour filling out and signing papers. It was interesting that by the time he left Aberdeen, he was wealthier than his own father. Now all he had left to do was go to Ireland and take possession.
The ride home seemed to go a lot faster than the ride to town.
@@@@@
By the time he got home his father had told his mother about the inheritance. She gave him a hug and his dad shook his hand with a big grin on his face. Dad did not know any more about Robert or the estate. Gavin tried to talk him into going with him for the first time, but he refused.
They were just finishing up supper when his mother got a serious look on her face.
"Gavin. Tomorrow morning you are to go to see Elsbeth. She will be expecting you. I will have a basket of bread and spirits ready for you to take for her."
"I don't understand. Why do I have to go see her? I know that she is special, but what does it have to do with me?"
"Elsbeth came to see me six months ago and told me something was going to happen that concerned you, but not what. She made me promise that you would come see her."
"Mom, she is a cailleach!"
"Hush! She is a seer. There is a difference. What ever you do, treat her with respect."
@@@@@
She was waiting when he arrived. Her unique appearance made it difficult to estimate her age, but Gavin had known of her as long as he could remember. As children they would tell stories about her at night to scare each other.
"Good morning ma'am. My mother sends this basket."
"Please thank her for me. Have a seat Gavin. I won't keep you long."
Most of the folks now used oil lamps, but ms Elsbeth was still using candles. Although it was daytime, the small windows in the cottage did not let in much light.
"Listen very carefully now Gavin. There are only two things that you must do when you arrive in Ireland. It is important that you do as I say even though you may think of me as a crazy old lady. Do you understand?"
"Yes, Ma'am."
"You will marry one year after you arrive at your new home. Your bride will have raven black hair and will be spiteful as hell. You will recognize her as soon as you see her. You will have to tame her and keep her under control. Any questions?"
"Why would I want to marry such a shrew?"
"Because you will love each other. No matter what you do, you must stand by her. Do not lose her."
"How will I know it is the right one?
"She will be tainted."
"What does that mean?"
"I am not sure, but you will find out."
Elsbeth poured two cups of tea and set out a plate of shortbread. Shortbread was a weakness of his and she must have known that.
"The second thing is a bit more complicated. You will naturally be growing some crops and your tenants will also. Under no circumstances will you allow your tenants to grow potatoes and you will not grow them yourself."
"That doesn't make sense. Everybody in Ireland grows potatoes. That is what most of them eat. Why would I deprive them of growing them?"
"I am not sure, but you must insist upon it. Have them grow turnips, beets, carrots, or what ever, but under no circumstances potatoes. If they want to eat potatoes, let them trade for them. They can eat them, but they can't grown them."
Gavin was reaching for his third shortbread cookie when he paused. "Any thing else I should know?"
"No, that is about it. Marry the galla with the black hair and don't grow lumpers. Think you can remember that?"
He was laughing to himself as he ate the third cookie. Nothing made sense, but Elsbeth was never wrong. He wasn't worried about the potato thing, but why would he marry a bitchy woman, and how was she tainted? What does 'tainted' even mean?
@@@@@
Gavin could have taken the ferry and traveled cross county to get to his estate, but he decided to go by ship to cut down on the land travel time. He quickly realized that it was a mistake and that he was not cut out for sea travel. He was traveling light, figuring that he could get anything that he needed after he arrived. From Kenmare, he decided that rather than buy a horse or rent a carriage he would walk to the manor. It was a bit further than he anticipated and he did not arrive until late afternoon. There were two stone pillars at the entrance to the estate. A brass plate with 'Erskine' was attached to one of them.
The stone manor house was larger than he imagined it would be. It was on top of a rise overlooking the five tenant houses below. Each of the clay structures looked to have about an acre of land allotted to it. One of them had a makeshift barn or stable in the rear.
"What is your business here?" He was not expecting the greeting.
Gavin hadn't noticed where she came from, but she was impressive. A large woman with a no-nonsense air about her. Most of the ladies he noticed since arriving, had their hair long, but this one had hers tied up in a knot. She stood firm with her hands on her hips, waiting, no, demanding an answer.
"I have come a long way and I am here for my supper. How soon will it be ready?" He was interested to see how she responded to his quirky answer.
She paused momentarily and then a big grin crossed her face. "It is about time that you got here. Supper will be ready in twenty minutes. Please come in and I'll get you some cider. Oh. Take off your shoes."
The inside of the manor was a total contrast to the houses in the valley below. Everything was sparkling clean and in perfect condition. It appeared that no expense was spared building it.
"I am afraid you will have to do with cheese and sausages. I was expecting your arrival, but did not have enough information to plan a proper meal."
Gavin followed her and sat at the kitchen table rather than in the dining room. She gave him an odd look, but continued getting a plate together.
"I am Sarah McClure. I have been the housekeeper here for twenty- seven years. Tomorrow morn I will explain everything to you as best as I can. Until then I suggest that you eat a bit and than rest. The next few days will be very hectic for you."
"McClure is a Scottish name is it not?"
"In deed it is. Your Uncle would have it no other way. No more questions for now."
@@@@@
Gavin was up early. He found himself fumbling around a bit in the unfamiliar kitchen, but eventually got himself a decent cup of tea. The morning dew was slowly burning off across the valley below. He stood on the porch and watched as Sarah McClure came out of the second tenant house, carrying a basket, and started the assent to the manor. For some reason he had thought that she would actually live in the house. A live-in house keeper made more sense to him. It was something he would have to look into.
"Good Morn, Sire. Are you surveying your domain?"
"Aye. But I have no idea what I am looking at or what I should be looking at."
Sarah reached inside the basket and handed him a warm scone. "I'll made you a spot of breakfast and then we will get you a few answers. Mike Rooney will be here shortly to give you a complete tour of the estate. You do ride, don't you?"
He bit a good chunk out of the scone and gave a small chuckle at her ridiculous question. Of course he rode; he was a Scotsman.
Mike Rooney had lived at the manor for over ten years. He was in charge of all of the farming endeavors; that included the orchard, the main garden area and the field crops. He was allowed to sell all excess crops and split the cash return with the laird. He was very happy with the arrangement and apparently so was Gavin's Great Uncle.
On the morning ride Gavin was able to see almost the entire estate. They started with the peat bog at the far rear of the property. Harvesting of the peat was leased and in return the estate got all the heating fuel it needed for the manor and the tenant houses, as well as a substantial monetary amount.
The turpentine grove was managed by Will Darcey who lived in another of the tenant houses. He employed several workers from the nearby village. The turpentine was shipped to a processing plant in Wales.
Mike did not take Gavin to the clay pit, but they did ride to the top of the hill overlooking the operation. It was a massive undertaking and it was totally run by a porcelain company from London. Gavin was relieved to hear that he would not have to concern himself with it.
Mike was particularly proud of the apple orchard. He grew Windsor Reds and Irish Peach apples. Gavin though that was an odd name for an apple. Most of the them were used for cider, which was pressed there on the laird.
Along side of the orchard was a large area where oats, corn, and hay was grown. To the south east side of the manor house was a large field with sheep and goats. They belonged to Will Darcey, who provided meat for the manor.
The main garden plot produced enough for the laird, with plenty extra for Rooney to sell.
They ended up at the stables. There were two plow horses, two riding horses, and four pit ponies. The riding horses and the ponies were seldom used. Gavin thanked Mike for the tour and headed back to the manor house. He had worked up a good thirst and was also ready for a bit of lunch.
Lunch consisted of a hardy stew with a bit of meat that he could not identify. It was good and filling and went well with the crusty bread.
"Master Gavin, do you a have a trunk or something coming with your clothing and such?" Since he chose to eat in the kitchen again, Sarah was able to discuss things with him as he ate.
"I only have what I brought with me. I figured that I would buy what I needed when I got here."
"We will go to Kenmare tomorrow. It is market day and you will also be able to spend a bit of time taking care of banking business."
"How do we go?"
"You do know how to drive a pony cart I take it?"
"I think I can handle it."
"After you finish lunch we will review your tenants and their arrangements. You can adjust the terms as you feel necessary. They all had different agreements with your uncle.
"Wylie Hogan lives in the first house with his wife and two sons. He is the laird carpenter and general maintenance man. He also does work off the laird to make spending cash. His two grown sons work on their own doing whitewashing. They mostly work off the manor but also take care of the tenant houses and manor out buildings. He has been here for over ten years and your uncle was very happy with their arrangement."
Gavin just gave her a small nod and she continued.
"Will Darcy and his wife are in the second cottage. He runs the turpentine operation and also raises sheep and goats that graze on the lower fields. Although your uncle did enjoy a nice beef steak every so often, he ate a lot of mutton and goat. The turpentine operation is very profitable. Darcey is able to make extra cash by regularly selling off some of the lambs and goats. Your uncle was also happy with this arrangement."
Gavin nodded again and she continued.
"You met Mike this morning. He sells off all of the excess produce and splits the proceeds with the manor. He also handles the cider press operation and sales of the cider. His efforts provide for all the oats and hay we need. He is happy with the situation and so was your uncle."
"My husband Rob and I live in the fourth house. Rob is a beekeeper and also makes candles. He sells the honey and the candles to two different dealers in Kenmare. Our children are both gone now and unfortunately Rob is getting a bit long in the tooth. I try and spend as much time with him as I can. That is why I no longer work at the manor full time. I would like to discuss my working arrangement with you a bit further, but that can wait until later."
"William O'Reilly lives in the last house with his three daughters, Meg, Maeve and Clara. O'Reilly takes care of the stables and live stock. He also runs a small drayage business. Two of his daughters make artificial flowers and pastilles which they sell at the market in Kenmare. O'Reilly and your uncle did not get along too well and to be honest, I don't know why he kept him on. He is a bit nasty and argumentative. His wife left him about ten years ago, we believe because of his bad attitude."
"You mentioned three daughters. What does the third one do?"
"Nothing as such. That is one of the reasons O'Reilly is so testy."
"Do you care to explain that a bit?"
"Clara is a bastaird. About twenty years ago her mother, Mary, went to visit her folks in Dublin. While she was there she had an affair with a Portugese fisherman. She came back pregnant and when Clara was born with pitch black hair O'Reilly was furious. The other two have red hair like their father. From there on out, O'Reilly treated his wife and the bastaird like lepers. He never physically abused them, but there was no love or affection shown. That is how Clara was raised and is still affected by it. She was still young when her mother left and had to endure her father's wraith ever since. She is a mean, bitter young girl."
"Why didn't Mary take Clara with her when she left?"
"The rumor is that she went to Moll's Gap. It is not the best place to be with a young girl in tow."
@@@@@
Sarah and Gavin were half way to Kenmare when they passed O'Reilly and his daughters on the road. His cart was loaded with honey, candles and produce to sell. The two perky gingers were sitting on the back of the cart chatting away. Walking several steps behind was O'Reilly's bastaird. As soon as he saw her he knew that she was the one. Elsbeth was right again.
There was more money in the bank than Gavin could spend in his life time. Of course any number of things could happen that would wipe it out, but if he was true to his Scottish heritage of thriftiness he was set. Add to this the income from the ongoing endeavors and his children and children's children would never have to worry. He celebrated the good news by purchasing an entire new wardrobe of the best that was available. Anything better would have to come from London or Dublin.
Sarah and he finished the day by walking through the market. They didn't see O'Reilly, but his two favorite daughters seemed to be doing well selling their flowers and sweets. Clara was sitting at the side of the cart reading a paper back book of some type. She snapped her head up while he was staring at her. Their eyes met and neither of them looked away. Under normal circumstances, one or the other would advert their eyes, but not this time. She stood up and started towards him just as Sarah grabbed his arm.
"Not now, sire. This is not the time or place." The tug on his sleeve broke the spell of the moment. He gave his future bride a small nod and backed away.
The paddy cart was loaded on the way home. What room was not taken up with new clothing was filled with biscuits and other goodies. Sarah was talking the whole way back, but did not say a word about Clara. It was as if she knew.
@@@@@
When Gavin came down for breakfast he found Clara in the kitchen with Sarah. The table was laid out with far more food than he could ever consume. He didn't know if Sarah was trying to impress him or Clara. This time her eyes did not met his. She avoid looking at him to the point that it became obvious. He did notice that she was also glancing around the inside of the manor as if she had never been in it before. Gavin gave Sarah a slight imploring glance, trying to get some sort of idea of what she expected him to do next. It was a bit awkward for Clara and for him. Sarah seemed to think it was a bit funny and had a silly grin on her face. Finally he couldn't take it any more.
"Clara!" Their eyes did meet, now. "Sit!" She sat, and as soon as she did, Sarah had a cup of tea in front of her.
Gavin preceded to fill his plate and eat, trying not to make a mess of it. He made liberal use of the napkin Sarah had provided, to keep his beard as clean as possible. Clara sipped her tea as she glanced back and forth between Sarah and Gavin, not knowing what to do, or what was expected of her. She was in the lairds house for the first time and she did not know why. She was not afraid, but was a bit unsettled.
Sarah cleared the dishes away and sat down at the table with Clara and Gavin. She had her own cup of tea.
"Clara. I will be retiring very shorty and the master will need a housekeeper. I would like for you to take over for me. If you can agree to it, I will spend the next few months teaching you everything that you need to know. You will of course be living in the manor house full time and be available to him twenty-four hours a day. You can have one day off a week for personal affairs. Do you have any questions?"



"What exactly do I have to do?"
"Cleaning, cooking, laundry and what ever is necessary to keep the house running properly."
"I don't know him. He is a Scotsman. I don't want to be in the house alone with him."
Gavin, who had been sitting quietly, realized what Sarah was attempting and why. He was glad that she was able to do what he could not do, and wanted it to be successful. He reached down to his right ankle, remove something, and quickly placed it on the table in front of Clara.
"What is this?"
"This is my sgian dubh. It is sacred. It was given to me by my grandfather. It is my most valued possession."
"It is an knife!"
"No, it is more than that, much more. You will keep in on you at all times. If at anytime you feel threaten in any manner, it will be there to protect you. With the sgian dubh you will be invincible. You will fear nothing."
It was an odd smile that she gave him. As if what he said was a bit humorous. For some reason, she could relate to it, even though it was a bit preposterous.
"It sure looks like a knife."
Gavin just smiled as she put in on her lap.
"Okay. I will give it a try. I just have one more question. Why me? There are a lot of girls around that are far more qualified than I am."
Gavin was at a loss for words. Sarah finally looked at him. "Gavin, say something."
"You were different than the others. You looked liked good breeding stock."
Clara sat with her mouth hanging open and Sarah started to giggle. Gavin quickly got out of his chair and left the room, kicking himself for blurting out such a stupid thing.
He went to the stables, saddled one of the horses and spent the rest of the morning riding. He found his bride. Now all he had to do was win her.
@@@@@
Clara started her new position the first day of the next week. Gavin continued to take his meals in the kitchen, but avoided any conversations that were not necessary to the managing of the household. Sarah found the whole situation to be humorous, and Gavin became a bit agitated at her constant snickering, but he said nothing.
@@@@@
Mike Rooney had a hard time understanding why they could no longer grow potatoes. Lumpers were the main crop on every Irish farm and homestead. He felt strongly enough about it that he actually confronted Gavin with a fierce determination. Who the hell was this Scott to come here and tell Irishmen what they could grow and not grow. He tried his best, but in the end he still lost. No potatoes would be grown on the Manor, either in the main farm areas or in the individual tenant garden patches. Gavin could offer no logical reason for insisting on it. If he told Rooney the real reason, he would have been considered to be daft.
The main fields were planted with parsnips, rutabaga, turnips and cabbage. Other side crops were carrots, beets, and sweet potatoes. Winter squash were planted along with the corn. Special emphasis was put on seed harvesting for next years crop.
Gavin also had Rooney expand the orchard operation. It was a long term project, but one that he felt had to be started as soon as possible.
Sarah and Clara were making weekly trips to Kenmare. They was no shortage of money, so Sarah insisted that Clara get a complete new set of clothes. It was not gaudy, fashionable frocks, but well made, good quality garments designed to last and look good. Clara did insist on what colors she would get, and seemed to stick with green, brown and grays, instead of red, yellow, or blues.
The rest of the shopping was for household supplies and necessities. Clara quickly became a competent and shrewd shopper. The trips also allowed her to become proficient in handling the pony cart.
Things did not go as well for the new laird. O'Reilly volunteered to escort Gavin to the Whistle Pig so that he could become acquainted with some of the locals. Lucus Quinn was a near by pig farmer who had his eye on Clara O'Reilly long before Gavin's arrival. Even though Clara had rejected every advance he ever made, he still persisted in his efforts. As long as Lucus felt Clara was his, no other man in the area would even think of pursuing her. He was furious when he learned that the new laird had moved Clara into the manor house; mad enough to confront Gavin and vent his rage. Unfortunately for him, he had never heard of the Glasgow Kiss. Lucus quietly left the pub holding his bleeding nose. He never confronted Gavin again.
On their next trip to the pig, Gavin got to meet one of the local want-to-be boxers. He tried his best to avoid any confrontation, but it was not to be. He felt the direct approach was the best, how ever he took several good hits to the head before he could reach the man. Gavin simply put him in a head lock and walked him into the side of the bar. The fight was over, but he had to endure a tongue lashing from his house keeper as she tended to his facial bruises. She scolded him like a little kid, but he found it a bit humorous that she even cared.
It was three weeks later when word came to the manor that two brothers from Killarney were on the way to challenge the notorious Scotsman. Gavin had no desire to confront a pair of antagonists, but felt obligated to at least face them. A time was set for the meeting, and a good size crowd had gathered at the pig by the time he arrived.
They appeared to be twins, and from their dress, Scottish. They were not that tall, but extremely stocky. The crowd was silent, both inside and outside the pub. Gavin sat quietly nursing his ale as they stripped their outer garments off in preparation. If he could take out one of them quickly, he might have a chance.
The two of them stood in the middle of the room with cocky grins on their faces.
As Gavin rose from his chair, he decided to bait them a bit.
"What names would you like on your grave stones? It would nice to know this ahead of time." Gavin tried to say this without smirking, but it was difficult.
"Fraser. I am Conan and this is Ian. We know your given name to be Gavin. What surname do you go by?"
"Erskine."
The two brothers paused for a moment and had a short hushed discussion.
"You aren't by chance from Aberdeenshire are you?"
"That I am. Why does that interest you?"
"By chance, are you related to Angus Erskine?"
"My father. Again I ask, why is that important?"
The crowd stood in wonderment as the brothers began dressing again. Conan and Ian walked up to Gavin, nodded their heads in acknowledgment, and shook his hand.
"Laird Erskine. It is a pleasure to meet you. If at any time you need assistance, my brother and I are at your call. We apologize for the misunderstanding today." They left without another word.
Gavin did not get an explanation for what occurred, but he had no further trouble in the pub or elsewhere. The word rapidly spread, that you do not mess with the laird. Life was good.
@@@@@
Although Gavin was still learning how to manage the laird, Clara soon had the house running smoothly on her own. Sarah was always available to assist her if the need arose.
The biggest problem the new laird was faced with was the books and ledgers. Records had to be kept. Bills had to be paid. Receivables had to be collected. After a full day working the estate, Gavin dreaded having to end the day sweating over the books. To ease the angst, he started have a pint of mead before starting the books. Gradually the amount of mead needed increased to the point that Clara would find him fast asleep before the accounting was finished.
He did not want to admit it, but he appreciated it when Clara offered to help him. She turned out to be quite a good bookkeeper. They were soon functioning as a team. The more that Clara worked with the ledgers, the more she learned about the operation of the laird. After mastering the accounting, she moved on to handling the banking and insurance. The last part of the operation was the contracts and other business agreements.
Shortly thereafter, Clara took it upon herself to hire a young local girl to help with the house work. Clara still took care of the cooking, but not the laundry or house keeping. In the evenings, there was now time for Gavin and her to sit and relax. He would tell her all about what was going on with the laird and she would update him on all of the other matters.
Every thing was good except....
@@@@@
It was a miserable fall day. Gavin came into the back of the manor for some lunch, dripping wet. As soon as he saw her, he knew that Clara was in a foul mood. Brigid, the housekeeper, had been given the day off. The kitchen table was still the usual place for meals. She set a large bowl of colcannon in front of him with a mug of hot apple cider. Although they were no longer growing potatoes, they still served them on occasions. One of Gavin's favorites was the colcannon.
Gavin looked up from his meal and noticed that Clara was standing across from him with her hands on her hips.
"What?" He muttered.
"When is it going to start?"
"When is what going to start? Can you be a bit more specific woman?"
"When you picked me to come to the manor house, you said that I was selected because I looked like good breeding stock."
Gavin gave a small cough. "Yes, I did. It was a bit uncouth of me, and I have regretted it ever since. It was insulting and you did not deserve the ridicule. I am truly sorry."
"Does that mean that you are going back on your word?"
"What word? What the hell are you babbling about?"
"The breeding, damn it! You brought me here for the breeding. When is it going to start? It has been a year now. Isn't it about time?"
Gavin came around the table, grabbed her by the arm and led her out the door. They did not stop for coats or foul weather gear. The rain had slowed to a light drizzle. He marched her down the manor lane to the public road and then towards Lissyclearig. It wasn't long until both of them were soaking wet. He walked fast and she found herself at times stumbling to keep up. Ten minutes later, they were in the parsonage, and twenty minutes after that they were man and wife.
On the way back to the manor, Gavin had a hard time keeping up with his new bride. Brigid found them the next morning, still in bed.
@@@@@
Clara did prove to be a good breeder. She was pregnant with her third child when the calamity came; An Drochshaol.
It was hard to imagine that the loss of one plant could cause so much misery. People had become dependent on potatoes for substance and livelihood. The Erskine Manor was in far better shape than most others because they had prepared for it, even though they were not sure what it was going to be. Although they were in good condition, Gavin and his tenants were careful not to gloat or call attention to their fortune.
With Rooney's expertise they were able to put a large amount of root crops and corn up for storage. Men who actually had jobs found things difficult, because food was not always available to buy. Gavin had Wylie Hogan and his sons,start converting the mud tenant houses to standard wood constructed cottages. They were able to hire local craftsmen who were willing to work in exchange for food. They build four more new houses. Meg O'Reilly had married a furrier and was anxious to move into one of the new cottages.
Rooney was able to hire men to expand the orchard and turpentine operations on the same terms.
As the famine stretched on, Gavin was trading food to have men built stone walls around all of the fields. He didn't really need them, but he did not want to just give the food away. It was appreciated more if it was worked for.
With Gavin's blessing Rooney distributed garden seeds to as many of the local residents as he could. As a result the impact of the famine in the immediate area seemed to diminish. They offered corn to anyone who wanted it, but the takers were few.
After four years, the local workers started to return to what ever they were doing before hand. Things went back to normal at the laird.
The biggest problem Gavin had at the moment, was five little kids running around the manor and a frenzied wife. They now had a full time housekeeper and cook, but things were still a bit hectic.
@@@@@
"Gavin, I will be gone most of the day. Brigid will be taking care of the children. I should be home by supper time."
"It doesn't take that long to get to Kenmare. What is going on?"
"I am not going to Kenmare. I am going to Moll's Gap."
"I would prefer to go with you. Let me make a few arrangements."
"No. I can do this myself. I would prefer to do this myself."
He knew by now, not to argue with her.
"Be careful. I love you."
It was only about eight kilometers from the manor to Moll's Gap, but it was uphill all the way. A bit of a struggle for the little pit pony. Coming home would be easier.
The public house, or shebeen, did not have a good reputation. Clara tied her cart up out front and walked in the front door as if she owned the place. There were no women inside and the men all seemed to be a bit uncouth.
"I am looking for Mary O'Reilly." The bar keep paused for a moment before answering.
"Mary is out back hanging laundry. What do you want her for?"
"My business." Clara walked toward a side door that looked as if it went to the rear of the bar.
The woman hanging the laundry looked gaunt and unhealthy. She turned toward Clara and immediately smiled. "Clara. Look at you. You look wonderful."
They hugged for a few moments and then both of them started wiping away the tears. "Why are you here? Is something wrong?"
"Yes mamma. Something is wrong and I need you."
Clara spent the next five minutes explaining the problem to her mother. She looked at her in amazement.
"Five kids. What kind of man did you marry?"
"He is a Scotsman, mamma. Through and through."
"I need a minute to pack my things. I'll meet you downstairs."
There were only about eight men inside, but they all seemed to be waiting for her to come back. It appears that one of them had been bragging to the others that he was going to be sharing the charms of the new lady. As the man approached her, she looked to the bar keep for assistance. He just smiled and turned away.
He was a big brute. Not as big as Gavin, but still quite large. The first mistake he made was grabbing her shoulder. She shrugged it off and turned to face him.
"Maybe you would like to meet my husband?" She posed it as a question.
"I don't think so." He laughed as he grabbed both of her shoulders.
They didn't even see her move. The sgian dubh was swift and sharp. The slice under his left arm was only about six inches long, but was bleeding furiously. It took a moment for him to realize what happened. As he backed away the streaming blood splattered across Clara's dress as well as his own shirt. The amount of blood made the cut seem far more ominous than it really was. There was no noise or uproar. Everything got deadly silent in the whole room.
"Are you sure you don't want to meet my husband?" Clara was speaking to the wounded man, but was scanning the whole room when she said it.
The man was trying to contain the bleeding when one of the other men quietly walked up to him and whispered something in his ear. He paused for a moment and started to back away toward the door.
"I am sorry My Lady, for any misinterpretation of my intentions. I'll take my leave now." A second later he was gone.
Clara looked around the room again, wondering what the other man had said to him, and why he called her My Lady.
Just then Mary appeared carrying a small bag. "What the hell happened here, and where did all that blood come from?"
Clara just smiled and looked around. There was a great deal of blood across the room. She was amazed because she just gave him a little prick.
She looked over at the bar keep. "My pony needs some water."
The barkeep did not ignore her this time. The pony was quickly serviced.
QQQQQ
Mary was quickly accepted into the household. Now that she had some time away from the children, Clara was able to put her full efforts toward running the laird. Gavin had compete control over the daily activities, but hated the book work. They worked together as a team and prospered.
It was the first day of the fall season. Since the family had grown, they were now taking meals together in the dining room. Gavin always presided at the head of the table. Tonight he was missing. Although Clara was a bit concerned, she did not let it show. He came home about about an hour after the meal was finished and he was not in a pleasant mood.
Clara had Mary take the children into the den.
"Was there some sort of problem today that kept you?" She tried to phase the question so that it would not appear to be a confrontation.
"No. Everything is fine. I was not here most of the day."
She placed a plate in front of him, trying to figure out what to say next. She wanted to know, but did not want to aggravate him further.
"Is there anything that I can help with?"
He slowly shook his head. She stood quietly as he finished his meal, and washed it down with a tankard of cider.
"You lied to Me!" She was not expecting that.
"I have never lied to you and I never will. What the hell are you chattering about?" Her feet were firmly set and arms akimbo.
"You did not tell me what happened on your trip to Moll's Gap."
"I picked up my mother and brought her home with me."
"And you are still being untruthful about it. They was more to that trip wasn't there?"
"I never lied to you."
"No. I guess you didn't, but you did not tell me the whole story did you?"
"That is not lying!"
"As far as I am concerned it is."
Clara stood silent. She was unsure how to reply without annoying him any more.
"I stopped in at the pig today. It seems that one of the men that was at Moll's Gap on the day of your visit had stopped in. He was entertaining the whole pub with the story of the Red Lady who wreaked bloody havoc. From his recounting of the event it was easy for everyone to determine who that lady was. He described you perfectly, as well as your mother. He was proud of the fact that he watered your pony for you."
She stood silent for a few moments. "I regret that I didn't mention it. I didn't think it was that important and I didn't want you to get upset."
"According to him, there was so much blood that they are calling you the Red Lady. One of them even knew that you were my wife; the lady of the manor."
"I am sorry. I only cut him once and it was a small cut. I guess he was a bleeder. It looked a lot worse that it really was. He must not have been hurt too bad. He left on his own accord."
"Dare I ask what prompted you to do it?"
"He made advances. I told him that you would not approve and he just laughed at me and continued. When he laid his hands on me for the second time, I decided to let the sgian dubh speak for me, and for you. You told me that it would protect me, and it did."
"Weren't you afraid?"
"No! You were with me. I had the sgian dubh."
Gavin took his wife in his arms and held her tight. "Don't ever do anything like that again. I could not stand losing you. You are my whole life. I need you and the children need you."
As they walked out of the room, he had one more question. "Was there really that much blood?"
Clara laughed. "Yes. I guess that is why they call me the Red Lady."
@@@@@@
The manor flourished and everyone prospered. Their three daughters married well and left home. One to America, one to London, and the youngest married a Fraser and moved to Killarney. Their eldest son, Robert, moved to Aberdeenshire and took over the family laird when Angus died. The youngest son, Ryan, was designated to become the new monarch of the home laird. Gavin and Clara had done a good job.



Although every thing was ready to pass on to Ryan, there was one pesky problem with the London China conglomerate concerning the clay pit rental. Gavin and Clara decided to travel to London to arrange for a new contract. The company had sent several agents the laird to negotiate, but nothing was ever resolved.
The trip to London was actually a vacation for them. They were able to attend several shows and enjoy the fancy restaurants. What they were not expecting was an invite to a fancy party at one of the mansions. It was mostly high ranking public officials and gentry type people; not their cup of tea, so to speak, but they decided to go. That required some shopping to get Clara dressed appropriately. She went with the gray again.
The negotiations for the new clay pit agreement got off to a very slow and unproductive start. Gavin sat at the head table and listened patiently as the company executives spouted off lots and lots of nothing. Clara sat in the back of the room and kept quiet.
After about an hour Gavin had had enough. He stood up and motioned to his wife.
"Gentleman. I am annoyed and insulted by your approach to this situation. We will remain in this room for one more hour, no longer. If we cannot come to an agreement within that time, the clay pit will be closed."
"That is not acceptable!" the gentleman at the head of the table spouted off.
Gavin smiled at all of them. "The rest of the negotiations will be with Lady Clara. You will meet her terms or there will be no contract. We do not need your money, but you need our clay. I suggest that you do not piss her off."
One hour later they left with a new contract.
@@@@@
The formal party was not nearly what they were expecting. For some reason or other they were designated as special guests which they did not appreciate. They attention was not welcomed. Gavin found himself being questioned about his run in with the Fraser brothers that happened thirty years ago. Apparently the story had evolved into some sort of Irish legend. Gavin found it a bit difficult to be gracious. It got worse when his fellow party members started to ask him about his wife. They all wanted to know what it was like to live with the 'Red Lady'. Did she really sleep with a knife?
Gavin glanced about the room desperately looking for his wife. She was trapped in a circle of what appeared to be equally annoying inquisitors. He excused himself to go refresh his drink. In a flash Clara was by his side and they both unceremoniously exited the building. They were laughing all the way back to their hotel. Clara could not believe how her short trip to Moll's Gap had evolved in the 'Red Lady' legend. How many men did she kill? Could they see her knife? Is her husband afraid of her?
They relaxed on the train ride to Falmouth where they caught the ship for home. It was the last time they left the laird.
Gavin Erskine died in his bed at age seventy eight. His wife Lady Clara, also known as the 'Red Lady' or O'Reilly's bastaird joined him four days later.
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I have never been a face-to-face kind of guy. I resolve all of my problems with satisfaction, but never by confrontation. I am happy and comfortable with that, however, I have come to find out that this is a concept that my wife cannot grasp. I am Ted Briscoe, and I have been married for ten years to Angela. Angela is no raving beauty with enormous breasts and long blonde hair, just an average brown-haired, brown-eyed housewife. We have twin daughters, who are still in grade school. I work as an insurance salesman, not exciting or impressive, but I make a good living and the residuals that are accumulating, will take care of my retirement.
I assumed we got married because we loved each other, but now I am not so sure. Angela seemed to be comfortable with the way things were for the first few years. I guess it was the novelty of being married and having a family. We attended company and neighborhood social functions with the children whenever we could. Lately, Angela has seemed to be impressed with the husbands who have important or dynamic jobs. It didn't seem to be the money as much as the prestige that went with the job. She wasn't this way when we got married and now it seemed to be growing. I was getting the feeling that she was becoming less and less impressed with my status in the working world or as a husband. To her, my job was nothing to brag about. However, the big problem seemed to be with my non-confrontational attitude, when it came to handling problems. I usually took the low and quiet resolution to most difficulties, which aggravated her. She seemed to feel that a real man should face his problems head-on and win by intimidation. This is a concept I could not swallow. I guess that is what had brought on my present dilemma.
Please understand, I am not a wimp and I am not a cuckold. I may not come across as very manly, but I will not be shit upon. I will, however, back away from a direct confrontation with an adversary. My methods sometimes appear to be unbecoming of a real man, but I am more interested in the results than the appearance. What people think of me is unimportant, as long as I get the upper hand. Many things I do, a real man would not stoop to, under any circumstances. There are things more important than pride. My wife finds this unacceptable.
Today I am sitting in my car, around the corner from my house. The kids had left for school and I had left for work, twenty minutes ago. My job is flexible so taking off at odd times is no problem, as long as I get the work done. What I am waiting for does not occur every day, and I am here in anticipation. I had no coffee at breakfast so that I wouldn't have to worry about taking a leak. After twenty more minutes a black and white police car slowly cruised down the street and stopped at my driveway. Frank Parrella, one of the cities finest got out and waved to his partner as he drove off. A minute, later Frank walked through my front door.
You can see the difficulty of my situation. How does a man with my character flaws contend with his wife having an affair with a police officer? Who do I report it to, and how do I corroborate it? I am sure that most people will not approve of what I am planning, but I am not like most people and I do not live to satisfy most people. Everyone who wears the blinders that show the attributes of real men will condemn me. I don't care because I want results.
When I was in grade school, I suffered from the same weak personality traits I have now. I don't think I developed them, I think I was born with them. I am sure that there is a scientific name for them, but I never bothered to look it up. Of course, I never had any therapy or anything like that for it. I made a good friend in the fifth grade named Charlie Higgins. Charlie was just my opposite. He was big, ugly, and always in your face. He wasn't really smart and I discovered quickly that he couldn't read. We spent a lot of time together that year and by the time we entered the sixth grade Charlie was reading as well as anyone in the class. He always remembered the special tutoring and the fact that I did it without anyone else finding out. Charlie stayed by my side until we hit the tenth grade. It was nice, because no one ever bothered me, with him close by. Unfortunately, Charlie also liked girls, and before the years' end, he had one knocked up. He quit school, married the girl, and got a job as a brick masons helper. Before long, Charlie was the father of a baby girl. I kept track of Charlie, but we did not maintain a close relationship.
I stayed low key after Charlie left, but as fate would have it, became the target of a jock bully: Troy Manning, in my senior year. I did everything I could to avoid him short of running away. I could never beat him in anything, whether it be physical or verbal. Troy enjoyed heaping public humiliation upon me: in the hallways, and on the school grounds. Being one of the school's biggest jocks, meant he had received several nice football scholarship offers. As with all jocks, his pride and joy was his varsity jacket, which he wore, every day, whether it be hot or cold.
India ink comes in a nice little square bottle with a short spout. Of course, it is indelible. I had no trouble getting a hall pass and it was a piece of cake squirting the entire bottle of ink through the vents of Troy's locker. You don't have a lot of control in an endeavor like this, but I was successful enough to make the jacket unusable for the rest of the year. Of course, varsity jackets cannot just be replaced by going to the corner store. Poor Troy had to do without it. No one ever figured out who trashed it. Unfortunately, the harassment didn't stop, and then Troy started wearing his varsity sweater, as I anticipated. It wasn't as impressive as the jacket but he still used it to strut around in.
The first part of the set up was completed. The next day I went to school with a new bottle of India ink and a sock with three golf balls inside. I am not into pain and I am not masochistic, but extreme measures were necessary to correct my injustice. Since Troy's locker was near the boy's room, I planned to be lingering, just by the door when he discovered his prized sweater had also been trashed. He was furious, and all of the kids in the hall couldn't help but notice his tantrum. I stood by the restroom door with a shit-eating grin on my face hoping he would look my way, and sure enough, he did. He needed someone to take his rage out on, and I was baiting him on. He stormed over, pushed me into the restroom, and slammed me up against the wall. All the boys in the lavatory ran out into the hall with the rest of the crowd. He was more noise and bluster than anything else, and I was a little disappointed in his flaky attack because that meant more work for myself. He didn't leave a mark on me.
Beating oneself on the head and face with a sock full of golf balls is drastic, to say the least. It would have been easier to get someone to do it for me, but I was determined. It only took a few minutes and I was swollen enough to know I would have two black eyes and a very bloody nose. Unfortunately, due to some miscalculations, I also knocked one of my canine teeth loose, to where it was almost coming out. It would take several minutes for my eyes to start darkening and that was Okay. The golf balls went out the lavatory window into the shrubs below and the torn sock went into the trashcan. I sprawled myself out on the floor in one of the stalls. A few minutes later, a student came in and found me. The school nurse decided it was better to send me to the hospital emergency room.
Troy Manning was not only suspended, but he also lost all of his scholarships. My tooth healed up fine and my face completely healed by the time we had to take senior pictures. No one messed with me for the rest of the year. Troy denied everything, of course.
Frank Parrella was my new Troy Manning.
Two hours later, the black and white stopped in front of the house. Frank came out the front door and I watched as my loving wife gave him a departing kiss. She had a bathrobe on. I waited for about five minutes and entered the house. The shower was running as I suspected it would be. The bed was still messed up and her clothes were on the floor. She kept a trash basket beside her nightstand, with a light blue plastic bag tucked into it. Inside the plastic bag were two used condoms, neatly tied. At least she was practicing safe sex. That was all I needed to see. I quietly left the house and went to work.
When I got home from work that evening, I ducked into the garage and removed the blue bag from the trashcan. I put the two condoms into a zip-lock bag and placed it on top of my workbench, where I was sure Angela would not find it. The swimmers were all dead by now, but the DNA lives on. By the end of the second week, I had ten filled condoms. It was time for the next step of my plan.
Frank never came to the house on Fridays. I found out that he visited his mother at a retirement home downtown that day. His partner dropped him off at 10 am and picked him up about 11 am. I had several clients in the building and it was no problem setting up an appointment with one of them. Old people all look forward to the company, even if it is an insurance salesman. The retirement building had a security camera at the entrance to the underground garage but that was the only one. Very few of the occupants drove, so most of the cars using the garage were visitors of some sort.
I took a long lunch one afternoon and went out to the interstate. There were several adult video stores by the entrance ramps. The first two places had only videos but the third one also had toys. For twenty bucks I bought a set of jumbo anal beads. I asked the sales guy if he had any recommendations and he said use lots of lubricants. That sounded good to me. A marinade injector and a foot long piece of fish aquarium tubing finished off my shopping list. I was ready to go.
Angela had been getting surlier ever day. Her disdain for me was growing steadily. Wednesday morning was important for my plan. I usually avoided her jibes and digs, but today I responded. As I was finishing breakfast, she made a snide remark about the fact that I didn't have sex with her anymore. She took a few digs at my manhood. It was the opening I was looking for.
"I am sorry darling. Even though your lover uses condoms, I still don't want to take the chance of getting a sexual disease. I hope you understand."
She stood with her usual smirk on her face, just looking at me. It was only in the past few months that she viewed me that way. She wasn't saying anything. It was like she was daring me to say more.
"I don't think you realize the severity of the situation you have put yourself in."
The grin on her face was suddenly gone. She started to fidget a little and her eyes darted around the room. Now, she didn't know what to do.
As I started to go out the door, I turned and said: "He can't protect you forever."
I noticed a slight look of fear as I left. That worked out perfectly.
By the time I got to work there was a police car on my rear bumper. I sat in my car with the window open as Frank Parrella walked over. He leaned on my car door and gave me the meanest face he could muster.
"Who the hell do you think you are asshole? My relationship with your wife is none of your business, and I'd advise you to keep your nose out of it and your mouth shut. If you make any more smart remarks to Angela, I will see to it that you get a nice little stretch at Greaterford. I am sure some of the fellows up there would love to have you as a cellmate. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes, sir. Perfectly."
He gave me one of those confident smirks and walked back to the cruiser. I was sure Angela would call him after I left the house, and I was hoping he would pull me over. I turned off my voice recorder and went into work. It was going to be a good day.
Supper that evening was very quiet. The girls and I chatted a little but Angela hardly said a word. The grin of confident arrogance that she had been wearing was gone. Every time I caught her looking at me, she quickly looked away. She was avoiding eye contact at all costs. Before today, she would look at me with mild disdain. I didn't even start my plan, but she had become apprehensive. Although she might not like me anymore, she did seem to know me. The uncertain future was making her very uncomfortable. I don't believe there was anything Frank could say to make it go away.
I spent all day Thursday getting ready for the big day. I located the nearest hospital emergency room and put my lawyers' number on speed dial. A little rough sandpaper put a deadly surface on the anal beads. I collected the semen from each of the condoms and put it into a small medicine bottle. I attached the tubing to the marinade injector so it wouldn't come loose. Everything was carefully scripted, and I went over it a hundred times, to make sure it was perfect. That night, Angela slept with the girls. I didn't ask why.
The most difficult part of my plan was the insertion of the anal beads. I roughened them up pretty good and then forced them as far up my rectum as I could. It hurt like hell going in and I wasn't looking forward to the removal. I put them in just before leaving the house. After four hours, I should have a very sore asshole.
It was about ten on the button when the cruiser dropped Frank off near the elevator at the retirement home. A few minutes later I rode the same elevator up to see Martha Forbush. Martha was seventy and enjoyed getting company. I spent about twenty minutes with her and then quietly left. She knows I was there, but her concept of time was a little muddled. It was a painful visit because I had to sit with those damn beads inside me.
Safely in my car, I ripped my coat slightly, as well as a couple of belt loops and a seam in my pants. I was watching the time carefully. Frank seemed to be a punctual fellow. I loaded the marinade injector with the semen from the medicine bottle, There was some left, so I reached back and smeared in on my boxers and shirttail. Right on time, Frank stepped off the elevator and a moment later the black and white picked him up. Now came the pain. I grabbed the cord of the anal beads and yanked as if it were a Band-Aid. It was very uncomfortable, but a relief to have it out. The marinade injector was a good choice. After sliding the tubing up my butt, I emptied the entire load inside.
I left the rear of the parking garage and dropped all of my paraphernalia down a storm drain. Why would anyone look? Looking as shocked and unkempt as I could, I stumbled into the Saint Josephs Emergency room and announced to the entire world that I had been raped.
A call was immediately put into the police and the rape crisis center. I was taken into an examination room where I was stripped and my clothes bagged. The internal examination showed trauma to the rectum and a large semen deposit. I was worried I might have overdone the semen, but I was afraid I might lose some, going to the hospital. They found semen on my clothes. The doctor verified that I had indeed been raped and left me with the lab technician. About that time the police and the rape crisis rep arrived. They asked the lab technician to leave for a while and then spent thirty minutes getting the info from me. When I said that I thought my rapist might be a cop, things got quiet in the room. Since all public servants have their DNA on record for elimination purposes, the rape crisis lady assured me that they would have a positive ID within twenty-four hours. She was sure that all of the police officers would be exonerated at that time.
The hospital had notified Angela of what happened and asked her to bring some clothing to the hospital for me. She delivered the clothing but didn't bother to look in on me, or inquire about my condition.
After the police left, the lab technician came back in. She was a young girl, in her early twenties. She had straight blonde hair and a very fair complexion with freckles.
"My name is Ted. Sorry, we weren't introduced."
"They call me Jilly. My real name is Jillian."
She was looking at me sort of weirdly with a little smile. I watched as she filled out the forms and arranged the samples for whatever they do with them.
"Jilly, who gets a copy of the DNA report?"
"The police."
"That's all?"
"The lab will provide certified copies to anyone who wants or needs them. Why?"
"Can you put me down for a copy, and my lawyer please."
"Sure, no problem. Anything else?"
"What do you do with the samples that are left? You know the excess."
"We usually just toss them. Why?"
"Can you mark them or certify the leftover specimens and then save them?"
"Sure. We have a bonded storage area and can guarantee that the samples won't be compromised."
"I think I am in love with you, Jilly. Can you do all of this for me?"
I was dressed by this time and was sitting on the side of the bed. Jilly sat down beside me and smiled.
"I can take care of everything for you and maybe even more if you promise to buy me supper."
"I'm married."
"I know, but I am betting you won't be married much longer."
"What is bringing this all about? I'm no Brad Pitt. Why would you be interested in having supper with me?"
"I think you are a very clever man and I want to get to know you better. I think I know what you did today, but I don't exactly know how you did it. My lips are sealed if you buy me supper tonight."
This was not part of my plan. I did not allow for this, but I liked this girl. "I'll meet you at the Outback at seven."
"It's a date. Can I get you a cab so you can go home? Your wife left a half-hour ago."
"My car is across the street in the garage. I think I can make it that far. See you at seven."
Other than the unexpected conversation with Jilly, everything went as I had planned. The next few days would be exciting.
Angela was sitting in the living room when I got home.
"Thanks for bringing my clothes down to the hospital. I would have appreciated a ride."
"Sorry. I wasn't sure how long you would be, and I wanted to be here when the girls got home from school."
I started upstairs to take a shower. "Oh, by the way. I am fine. It's nothing to worry about. Thanks for asking."
Angela was still sitting in the same position later when I came downstairs. She looked at me but said nothing. The arrogant smirk had disappeared. It was only four in the afternoon. I had three hours until supper. I decided to go for a drive. As I backed out of the driveway the girls were just getting home from school. Damn, my butt hurt!
Dinner was an absolute joy. Although it was quiet and sedate, I had a great time. Jilly and I were like a cat and mouse. I was not admitting to anything, and she was not telling me of her suspicions. She was raised by her mother and never had a man or father figure in her life. I got the feeling she didn't trust or relate to men in general. It took us an hour to eat the blooming onion before we ordered our meal. We spent the whole night repeating ourselves. She would tell me how clever I was, and I would tell her how perceptive she was. We were there for over two hours, talking constantly and never actually saying anything. It was wonderful, but only a warped mind can contemplate the joy of it.
We promised to meet again Monday evening.
When I got home, I found Angela sleeping with the girls again. I had provided for her and given her everything. She threw it away and now seemed unsure of what to do. Frank was married, with a family of his own. He would abandon her in a second and she knew it. She also knew that I would never take her back. Angela was caught in the middle and it was making her miserable. I loved her at one time, but now there was no love and no pity. I honestly believed she was afraid of me. Maybe Frank would protect her.



I left the house early Sunday morning and stayed away all day. I found all sorts of ways to kill time, without spending a lot of money. When I got home at about six, I found the house empty. Angela left me a note. She had taken the girls and gone to visit her parents in Tennessee. There was no mention of when she might be back. Most of their clothing was gone. It looked like she was planning for a long stay. I think I was relieved.
First thing in the morning, I stopped by Seymour Schlamp's office. Seymour was a little sneaky, but as a lawyer, I liked him. He had already gotten the DNA results from the lab, by overnight mail. I think that was Jilly's idea. There was no doubt. My rapist was Frank Parrella. I explained to Seymour why I had a copy of the test results sent to him. He said under the circumstances, it was a great idea. I gave him a copy of the tape where officer Parrella threatened me. I told him about the affair that Parrella was having with my wife, and gave him times and dates.
At ten o'clock, Seymour and I were in the District Attorneys office. Two impressive men came into the room with folders and clipboards. After introductions, they started to explain that they would not be able to go ahead with the case because the DNA evidence was missing. Seymour started to laugh and I was having a hard time keeping a straight face.
"Gentlemen, under the circumstances, we had anticipated that the DNA results would fall through the cracks, so we had several duplicate copies sent. I know that it is a little unusual, but it looks like it was worth the effort, wouldn't you say? I think it is important to see that justice is done, don't you?" Seymour slid two copies of the DNA results across the table to the men who were supposed to representing me. "The original was filed at the courthouse at 9 am. These are just working copies. I was afraid the original might get lost again."
Seymour was good. That is why I hired him. The District Attorney and his assistant both sighed and sort of slumped in their chairs. "You knew it was Frank Parrella before we walked in this room, didn't you?"
Neither one of them answered the question. After a few seconds, the DA began speaking. "Why would Frank Parrella, a distinguished and decorated, officer do this? I am sorry but this is inconceivable."
Seymour smiled from ear to ear. "Officer Parrella was having an affair with Mister Briscoe's wife, Angela. This had gone on for several months. His partner can verify it. When Mister Briscoe confronted his wife and ask her to stop, she immediately told Frank Parrella. Officer Parrella and his partner then stopped Mister Briscoe with their squad car and officer Parrella threatened to send Mister Briscoe to jail if he didn't drop the subject."
The District Attorney leaned back in his chair and smiled. "That is the biggest bunch of bull crap I ever heard. There is no way you can convince me or a jury that this ever happened."
I finally had enough. I held my hand up to Seymour, indicating that I wanted to talk. I leaned over the table and looked the DA straight in the eye. "You are supposed to be on my side. This is the second time in ten minutes you inferred that I was a liar. If you do it one more time I will hit you and the city with a whopper of a lawsuit, with tons and tons of media coverage. Sit there, shut up, and listen. When the tape is done, I expect an apology from both of you."
I pressed the play button on my recorder. Seymour sat back and smiled.
"Who the hell do you think you are asshole? My relationship with your wife is none of your business, and I'd advise you to keep your nose out of it and your mouth shut. If you make any more smart remarks to Angela, I will see to it that you get a nice little stretch at Greaterford. I am sure some of the fellows up there would love to have you as a cellmate. Do I make myself clear?"
I sat back and let Seymour take over. "Do you recognize Frank Parrella's voice, or do we need an expert to verify it for you? Maybe Internal Affairs would be interested in this case?"
I got an immediate apology from both gentlemen. Seymour and I excused ourselves and got up to leave. "Call me when you get your shit together, and we will talk again." Seymour was good. "Also, before the end of the day, I would like a restraining order to keep all uniformed policemen away from Mister Briscoe. The situation appears to be ripe for retaliation." The two suits just sat and watched us leave.
Jilly and I had a great time at the Olive Garden that night, She wanted me to go back to her place for a nightcap but I chickened out. Maybe next time, I told her.
Somehow, the whole story was leaked to the local newspaper. They did not cover up any of the names of the people involved, including Angela. It didn't matter much since she wasn't there and I doubted she would ever return. It did, however, matter to Frank Parrella's wife and his two brothers-in-law. Frank got the crap beat out of him and he would not say who did it. I always wondered if they beat him for cheating, or for having sex with a man. Either way, the results were the same.
Things were not looking good for Frank. In the end, he was forced to take a plea. He got five years but avoided the publicity of a trial. He was to serve it at GW, which is Greaterford West. That is where they sent the white-collar criminals and dirty cops. In the general population, Frank would have big problems. Which brings me to my old friend Charlie. Some idiot hit on Charlie's wife a while back, and he found himself in the hospital. Charlie ended up doing his time at GW because they had a brick masons school. He was spending two years in soft confinement, teaching a bunch of cons how to lay brick and block.
I paid a visit to Charlie's wife, Josie. Their daughter, Sarah, finished high school and was accepted at The Dental Hygienists School in Boyertown. The only problem was she needed six thousand dollars tuition. With Charlie in jail, the family had to depend on Josie's income. I knew all of this beforehand, so I came prepared. I gave Josie a check for the tuition and a sealed envelope. I asked her to give the envelope to Charlie next time she visited.
Seymour had prepared and mailed divorce papers to Angela, at her parents' home in Bristol. I gave her custody of the children and monthly child support but no alimony. Her infidelity was well documented and Seymour had it covered. Jilly and I had discussed the possibility of me trying to get custody, but we both agreed that I was too unstable to be an effective father. I did get along quite well with both of my daughters and sometimes felt that I was closer to them than their mother.
Jilly and I were kindred souls. Wow, that is deep. She is the only girl that I was ever with that made me feel comfortable. I didn't tell her all my secrets, and she didn't tell me her secrets, but we bonded somehow. Since Angela was gone, and would soon be out of my life permanently, I felt no qualms about sleeping with Jilly. She moved into the house with me. The house was a rental so it would not come up as a problem during the divorce. She wasn't a very good cook, but she was good at almost everything else. We ate out a lot. There was a very mysterious air about Jilly. I would discover it later.
Angela signed and returned the papers almost immediately. She asked for nothing and did not even get a lawyer. In three months I would be free. I didn't have to stick around till the end. Jilly and I spent a lot of time discussing relocation possibilities. We wanted it a little warmer but not too warm. We decided that no snow, would be nice, but we still wanted four seasons. Getting a transfer with my company would be no problem. Jilly could find work just about anywhere. Huntsville, Alabama seemed perfect for us. It was close to Nashville and Chattanooga, and the taxes were great. A nice house could be purchased for half the price of most other places. We both gave notice and started getting ready.
Before we left I found out that Frank Parrella had been severely beaten in the kitchen pantry at Greaterford West. Officials speculated it was some sort of revenge by inmates he had been in contact with previously. He was kicked in the groin so badly that his bladder and testicles were permanently damaged.
I got a nice letter from Charlie thanking me for the help I gave Sarah. He thanked me for Josie also. I didn't say anything to Charlie, but Seymour was working on getting him a sentence reduction.
Up until that point, things were working out just as planned. We were not expecting a phone call from Angela's parents.
"Ted. It's Mary, Angela's mother. I am sorry to bother you but we need help. "
"What kind of help? What is the matter?"
"Angela is not taking care of the girls. She is not getting anywhere near them. She claims they are demonic and mad at her because of what she did to you."
"That doesn't sound normal."
"She refused to tell us what exactly she did to you that they are upset about. If fact, she pretty much refuses to talk about anything. We really do need your help."
"Other than that is she Okay?"
"No. She sits in her room all day with the door locked. I have to take her meals to her. She seems to be afraid of her own daughters."
"What do you want me to do?"
"You have to come and take the girls. We can take care of Angela but not the girls too."
"Okay. We'll be coming through Bristol on Saturday. We will stop and pick them up. Have everything ready."
"Thanks, Ted. We appreciate that."
I explained to Jilly, that I was not cut out to be a parent. With my quirky personality traits, the girls would grow up to be as freaky as I was. On the surface, I appeared normal, but inside, I am far from it. It was not fair to expose two innocent girls to that type of environment. After several hours, she decided we had to give it a try. Jilly would be a stay-at-home mom. For some reason, I got the feeling she had expected this.
We got a one-year lease on a small house just West of Huntsville. The Internet is a great invention. Our furniture and things would arrive shortly after we got there. Bristol was right on the way. Jilly was nervous about meeting the girls. I was nervous about having to see Angela. Things, however, did not work out as expected. I failed to tell Jilly that my daughters were a little bit unusual. They were not normal little girls, any more than their father was a normal man. It was something that I tried to ignore but was always aware of.
Angela's parents greeted us with a sigh of relief. We entered the house, and when Angela saw me, she immediately ran to her room and locked the door. I guess I was worried about nothing. I decided to leave it at that. Jilly was standing in the living room when my two daughters approached. They looked at each other for several seconds and then a big grin came across all three faces. I felt as if they had a private joke, and I was left out of it. I was, however, very pleased with the initial meeting. The girls walked over to Jilly and each of them put their arms around her legs, something they had never done with their mother. Jilly put her hands on each of their heads and smiled.
"Jilly, I would like you to meet my daughters, Lilith and Sibyl." I had a strange feeling that the introduction was not necessary. I think the next few years of my life will be very interesting.
Lilith --Demon of the night from the Babylonian Talmud.
Sibyl -- A woman endowed with the spirit of prophecy from the ancient Romans and Greeks.
Jilly -- A cute little redhead.
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I didn't really hate my husband, but I didn't love him either. I don't know why I ever agreed to accompany him on this trip. I usually insist that he goes without me so that I can spend time with William. William is everything my husband George isn't. William is smart, good looking, well educated and hung like a horse. George has none of those attributes, but he does know how to make money. Lord knows that is the only reason I stay with him.
We have a beautiful house in the Hamptons and a condo in the city, that's where I usually meet William. George has never denied me anything and he has always showered me with goodies and gifts. I guess most girls would be happy to have a man like George. I took him for granted and to be honest, enjoyed knowing that I was using him. Sometimes, in the evenings, I would find myself quietly snickering to myself as I recalled my afternoon with my lover. George would be sitting close by with his nose in a book, oblivious to the world. He was a joke, my joke.
George was a cotton merchant. I am not sure what that all entailed, but to sum it up, he bought and sold cotton. Apparently, he was very good at it because he was extremely wealthy. As I said, I usually avoid going with him on his trips, but this one was different: he promised me a full week in Monte Carlo. The only catch was that I had to go with him for two days in Uzbekistan. I had no idea where Uzbekistan was and I still don't.
Our hotel was old and very ornate. It seemed like the whole place was covered with mosaic tiles. Some of them were pretty but most of them were a little gaudy for my taste. We had a breakfast of fresh fruit, mostly melon, the first day. George had appointments scheduled for the entire morning and promised to make it up to me that evening. I told him I would find a way to entertain my self and not to worry.
The side streets by the hotel were full of shops. I was sure I would have no trouble keeping myself occupied. There were a lot of embroidered tapestries, bags, jackets, and woven rugs. What really caught my eye were the beautiful silk items. The large fur hats were fun to look at, but I would never buy one, not even for William.
After a half-hour or so, I found a silk scarf that I just had to have. Price negotiations were out of the questions since they spoke no English and I was willing to pay the full price anyway. I opened my purse and found nothing. There was no wallet. There was no passport. There was no money. Of course, there was no cell phone. When I noticed the shopkeeper making a phone call, I decided that I had better go back to the room. I quickly left the shop and started making my way back to the hotel. A few minutes later, I realized that I was helplessly lost. That is when I saw them.
Two gentlemen in cheap, ill-fitting, suits, approached me before I was able to get away from them. In broken English, they ask to see my papers. I assumed that they wanted my passport. All I could do was repeat the hotel name several times until they finally understood. Not understanding the language, made things difficult, however, I was able to determine that the desk attendant claimed that I was not a guest there. I kept saying the room number over and over. The two men in suits finally took me to the room.
It was empty. There was no indication that anyone was or had been staying there. After that, we went to the local police station.
I found out that there was no United States Embassy in Nukus. In fact, I don't think there was any in the whole country. George was nowhere to be found.
A few hours later a large black Mercedes Benz limousine parked in front of the police station. A well-dressed lady took my hand and escorted me to the car. I had no intention of being complacent, but I didn't know what else to do. As we drove off, I got a strange feeling that I would not be seeing George or William again.
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I can't believe that my life went to hell in just four years. It was four years ago that my wife went to work at Gilbert Endeavors. Both of our kids had become teens and Sarah was anxious to get out of the house. An entry-level secretarial job seemed perfect at the time.
My name is Skip Trexler. My actual name is Austin, but I have always been called Skip. I was what people would call wiry. All my life I have been on the lean side and a bit peaked. My parents tried their best to beef me up, but nothing seemed to work. Finally, when I was in my early teens they just gave up and decided to accept me as I was. It was a hell of a relief. I was average in height and still under one hundred and forty pounds when I graduated high school.
Now a lot on the thinner guys that I went to school with were active in Track and field or on the swimming team. Some of them were great cross country runners. Unfortunately, I had no interest in any sports, especially competitive ones.
The closest that I got to anything of a physical nature was shooting. Not trap or skeet, but long-distance shooting. It order to do this required me to get outside and included quite a bit of hiking and climbing. Of course, I was not talking about target shooting, but varmint hunting. I took to it with a passion.
All through high school and college, I spent most of my non-academic time either shooting or reloading. After eight years I was able to consistently hit a two-inch target at one hundred yards. My weapon of choice was a Marlin 336C cambered for the .219 Zipper. That cartridge had been out of production for many years, but I still made my own out of 30-30 shells necked down. Being good at something like this gave me a sense of pride in accomplishment which I desperately needed.
Two important things happened while I was in college; I met my wife, Sarah, and I met my future business partner, Chuck Fuller. Other than that it was a bit boring. I got my degree in geology, got married, and started a small surveying business with Chuck. Life was good.
Chuck and I never worked for anyone else. After college, we each put up $2500 and started our own little surveying company. We concentrated on small jobs and a lot of real estate sales transactions. We didn't make any big money, but we were both comfortable and happy. Chuck married a local girl three months after Sarah and I got married. We stood up for each other.
My family had a cabin, which we called a bungalow. in Schuylkill county on 160 acres. We had all of our family gatherings there and this was where I did most of my shooting when I was younger. The Fullers had a real cabin on 640 acres in Potter County. Chuck and his family did their hunting there but did not use it for anything else.
That is all you need to know for now. As I previously said, my life started going to hell about four years ago. Gilbert Endeavors designed and manufactured exercise equipment. Its headquarters was local, but they had manufacturing plants and distribution facilities all over the country. My wife, Sarah started working there when our twin daughters, Marci and Merci, started middle school. It seemed to be a good idea at first. The hours were good, the pay was fair, and the location was convenient. The first year or so was perfect.
GE hired Terry Ulrich, a retired NFL fullback to be the company marketing manager and official spokesman. Unfortunately, my wife worked in the marketing department. For six months, we were inundated with tales of the magnificent Terry Ulrich. My wife and daughters both were infatuated with his greatness. Thankfully after about six months all of the adoration seemed to taper off, at about the same time that Sarah started putting in lots of overtime.
Chuck and I both grew up in the area so we knew many people who worked at Gilbert. It was not difficult at all to find out that Sarah and Terry Ulrich had become an item. While their relationship blossomed our marriage deteriorated. As Sarah and I grew apart, my relationships with my daughters did also. I never confronted her about it. She started going on more and more business and promotional trips. When she came home she was always gushing about what she did, who she met, and what she saw. Of course, this was all for the girls' benefit. None of it was directed towards me. I had become a nonentity. She usually, but not always, invited me to accompany her to the company parties and gathering where I was then ignored for the rest of the evening. Sex was out of the question.
How does a man endure a life like this?
Up until Sarah started work, our family life was normal. We got to eat out regularly. We took family trips on the weekends and vacations at least once a year. The girls took ballet lessons and played soccer. Sarah was active in the PTA and the Girl Scouts. We had a pizza night every week. The one thing that the girls did not like was spending time at the bungalow. All of this was in the past. It was all gone now.
Sarah's out of town conferences and meetings gradually increased in the last few years. Lately, on several of the longer trips, she would take the girls with her. I was never invited or even asked if I wanted to go. I often overheard the girls talking to their friends about the great times they had. Nothing was ever said when they knew I was in earshot. Terry Ulrich was never mentioned, even though I knew he was on every one of the jaunts.
Everything came to a head at the Gilbert New Year's Eve party. It was difficult for Sarah to 'not' invite me. I didn't want to go. The humiliation of having to live with infidelity in private was bad enough. I was afraid that I would not be able to control myself if things got out of hand. I was right.
The girls were all dressed to the nines. Marci and Merci were excited because it was their first dress up adult party. I didn't have a tux so just wore the best suit that I had. I did get to wear a tie that I had gotten for last father's day. Several hundred people were milling around when we arrived.
"Skip Trexler. Glad to see you could make it. Thanks for bringing your wife and beautiful daughters to our little gathering." Terry Ulrich seemed to be smiling at the grimace on my face as he crushed my hand. He finally let go and I noticed Sarah was smirking. The girls gave me a disgusted look, as they quickly wandered off. It was the start of a bad evening.
I had one beer and crawled into a corner trying not to embarrass my wife and daughters any more than I had. I had not said or did one thing and yet I successfully ruined the start of their evening.
Terry Ulrich was a big guy; really big. He was at least a foot taller than I was and out weighted me by a hundred pounds, all muscle. He was the epitome of 'glad hand and grandstand'. My daughters mingled all around the room, but my wife spent most of the evening by his side. Most of the time she was lightly holding on to his arm. A few of the lower-level men made feeble attempts to strike up conversations with me, but none of them went anywhere. Several of the middle level and higher-level executives noticed me and smirked or made sly comments to their companions that I felt were related to my cuckold status. I didn't hear any actual words, but it was apparent what was going on.
My beer was replaced with a plain ginger ale which I sipped slowly as I worked myself into a bit of a frenzy. I normally was able to control myself pretty well and was proud of the fact that I never lost my temper. Many of the people had started dancing and I noticed that the girls were having a good time and my wife was also; with Ulrich of course. In the last three hours she, nor the girls, had spoken to me one time. Of course, I couldn't expect them to ruin a good evening by consorting with a wet blanket.
A small male-female mixed group was off to the side of the dance floor chatting when one of the guys pointed to Sarah and Ulrich. They looked over my way, started laughing, and quickly looked away when they saw me glaring at them. They were still snickering a few minutes later.
That ended my evening. I put my glass down and as I started for the door I noticed that Ulrich had his hands on my wife's ass and she was caressing the back of his neck. Before I knew it she had pulled his head down and gave him a big sloppy kiss right in the middle of the dance floor.
It took me less than five seconds to get across the room, spin Ulrich around, and hit him as hard as I could with a roundhouse right. My hand hurt like hell and the next thing I remembered was waking up in the back of an EMT vehicle. It was only a short ride to the emergency clinic, and I did notice that I was alone in the ambulance.
I remembered being wheeled into the emergency room. The next thing I knew I was waking up in some sort of recovery area. Thirty minutes after recovering, I got a visit from a doctor who gave me an update on my condition. In addition to my broken hand, I had three cracked ribs, a broken nose, three lost teeth, and two that were loose. My jaw was wired shut, and my right kidney was bruised. Ulrich ended it up with a good kick to the testicles, resulting in some damaged blood vessels. The doctor said that I could be released in about four days, but I would have to spend at least two weeks in rehab. If I wanted to, they could arrange for me to have the rehab at home. I selected the other option.
It was well afternoon when my wife and daughters finally showed up. Sarah looked pissed off and the girls looked bored.
No one said anything. Since my jaw was wired up I didn't feel like starting any sort of conversation. I was able to speak, but I didn't want her to know that.
"Well Skip! What do you have to say for yourself?"
I quickly evaluated her attitude and decided that this was a conversation that I did not want to have. Rather than try to answer her, I just mumbled and pointed to my jaw.
We must have sat there for a good minute before she started again. "It was embarrassing, Skip. The girls were so humiliated that we had to leave before New Year's Eve. The whole evening was ruined and for what? I should have known better than to take you out in public. I guarantee that nothing like this will happen again."
She had no idea how right she was.
I just sat and looked at her. I couldn't even manage a smile so I did nothing. They stayed a few more minutes. Since I did not respond in any manner they finally just got up to leave. On the way out, Marci paused and looked over her shoulder. "Thanks for nothing, Dad."
Chuck showed up a couple of hours later. We chatted for a few minutes,(yes I could talk) and then he pulled out the local newspaper. I made the front page.
LOCAL NFL HERO PROTECTS WIFE AND DAUGHTERS FROM ABUSIVE FATHER!
The attached story went on to explain how I attacked my wife while she was dancing at the Gilbert Endeavors annual NewYears eve party. Terry Ulrich rushed in and subdued me until officials could take me away.
Not exactly how I remembered it, but that's the story that people will believe.
Chuck and I talked for a couple of hours and discussed a few options. After he left I opted out of supper and requested a sleeping pill. I needed a nice long rest.
I spent most of the next day being tested, probed, and poked. All the damages had been detected and acted upon. All I had to now was wait and heal. One of the hospital staff gave me a list of recommended rehab facilities in the area. I selected one just outside of Hamburg.
Chuck showed up later that evening. I sold him my share of the company for $2500. Of course, the handshake part of the sales deal was what was important. I was still part-owner, but not on paper. All good things in time. We got a good laugh out of the fact that one week at rehab costs $2500.
Sarah and the girls did not see me at the hospital again. They did come back a day after I relocated to the rehab facility, and, as I understand it, were highly pissed off that they had not been notified. They were really pissed off when they came to rehab and were denied access. It seems that I was able to indicate who could and could not visit when I signed in. One of the orderlies let me know that they attempted to see me. My ribs hurt like hell when I laughed.
The worst part of my injuries was dental work. Luckily they had a dentist that was available to do on-site work; at a cost. I opted to take advantage of it. The injury to my hand was not as bad as they originally thought. Although it was possible for me to get out of rehab a bit early I decided to stay the full two weeks. After ten days I was able to breathe fully again. That felt good.
Sarah never tried to visit again.
The second weekend in February, the National Crossfit Expo was held in Atlantic City. Sarah and the girls attended with Terry Ulrich and the GE marketing team. Chuck and a few of our employees spent the weekend moving my clothing and stuff to the bungalow in Schuylkill County. He made sure to get my Marlin and all of my reloading supplies. Two days later I was comfortably settled in my new abode. That weekend Chuck and his wife, June, came for a visit. It seems that Sarah how been to the office looking for me. There had been no bank deposits made to the joint account since the first of the year and Sarah wanted an explanation. Chuck spent a half-hour trying to explain to her that not only did I no longer own part of the company, but I also didn't even work there. In frustration, she stormed out threatening to see a lawyer.
After a couple of weeks, I was functioning pretty well. The jaw situation was not near as bad as they originally thought, so I was back to normal eating and drinking in a couple of days. My dental problem was fixed and I decided to leave my broken nose alone. I needed the small bit of character that it added. The other bruises and pains were healing normally. I did my therapy and exercised as directed.
Chuck left me with one of the company trucks and a credit card. I also took a large amount of cash with me in case I needed it. I left my phone with Chuck. The bungalow was comfortable, but it was only temporary. I was doing a good bit of walking and started jogging at a leisurely pace.
Terry Ulrich had a large house on Duryea Dr just outside of town. It was a long winding road going up Mount Penn. There were not a lot of homes there, because it was difficult to build on the steep mountainside. The house was not hard to locate and I was able to find several nice secluded, vantage points. I would not be a quiet cuck.
I spend my mornings exercising and getting fit. My afternoons were reserved for target practice. It was a good year for the groundhogs, but I gave them a pass and concentrated on inanimate targets. My Bushnell Laser Range Finder indicated that I needed to be accurate at 133 yards. I would be ready when I could consistently take out an egg at that distance. I bought a lot of eggs. I bought a suppressor.
I spend my evenings planning, adapting, and reloading. I limited myself to one Black and Tan a day. I started growing a beard.
Chuck was coming up to see me every two weeks or so. Sarah had stopped by the office several times, still trying to locate me. After two months she gave it up. Chuck always brought several newspaper clippings along. It appears that my wife and daughters were continuing to enjoy the high life with their new benefactor. He had to be completely supporting her by now because I was contributing nothing. Oddly, Sarah and the girls were still living in our old house, which I did not understand.
It was time to move things along. I started driving back to the city early in the mornings so that I could pick out a good vantage point to observe Terry's house. Parking was a pain in the butt, so I ended up having to hike a bit.
He was a creature of habit. I had never expected such a big guy to be a swimmer, but he did fifty laps every morning. Naturally, the pool was heated.
That weekend I made a trip to Potter county. Relocating from the bungalow to the cabin would be quite an adjustment. No electricity, no running water, and no cell phone signal. It was a forty-five-minute drive to the nearest Walmart in Olean, New York. I didn't want to make the drive in the wintertime so I stocked up on everything I would need for the next four months at least. If I forgot anything or needed something that I hadn't thought of, I could get it before any bad weather closed me in.
Early Wednesday morning I drove to the office and moved all my items from the truck to my Subaru Outback. I parked the company truck at a construction site at the base of the mountain and hiked up to my selected vantage point. There was no other traffic at that time of the morning. I set up the tripod and installed the can. I had one in the chamber and one in the tube, with the next two ready. Twenty minutes later, Terry Ulrich came out for his morning swim. The first shot shattered his right ankle. Even with the suppressor, it was loud that early in the morning. Two seconds later, his left knee exploded. I loaded the next two rounds and took out his left elbow. My last designated target was his right wrist, which I could not get a bead on because of his erratic movements, so I gathered up my brass quickly and quietly left. Ten minutes later, I left the construction site and returned to the office and my waiting Subaru.
I didn't go back to the bungalow but drove straight to Potter County. The first order of business was to clear out the spring so that I would have fresh water. Then I had to start getting together a good stockpile of firewood. Luckily the cabin was watertight and well insulated. LED lanterns were a lot better and cheaper than the old coal oil lamps that were there. Soon things were fully under control and I started shooting again; paper targets this time.
I first saw her in the middle of the second week. A tall lanky woman dressed in jeans with a flannel shirt and vest. Although she was far away I could see that she had a pack or something on her back. She passed by on the old logging trail that ran alongside the open area that was used for the shooting range. Six hundred and forty acres and I still had no privacy. Of course, it was far more practical to build the cabin near a road where materials could be brought in. The acreage was for the deer and occasional bear.
One day when I had a chance I put the scope on her. She had a compound crossbow over her shoulder. I had no idea what she was doing with it, but I was interested.
There was a small fire pit/barbeque area at the range, so I started to bring an old galvanized coffee pot and biscuits with me. Yes, I made pretty good biscuits. I felt like I was setting some sort of trap. Three days later my trap worked.
"Excuse me! My name is Claire. I was hoping that we could talk."
She took me by surprise. Not be very socially adept, I sort of stammer a bit. And motioned for her to sit down.
"Would you like some coffee?" That was the best that I could do.
She nodded, smiled, and slid the crossbow off of her shoulder before sitting down.
"My name is Skip. I just got here about two weeks ago. I noticed you in the area several times."
"I am staying at the lodge about a mile down the road. I try and walk every day and I usually end up in this area."
I handed her one of my famous biscuits. (LOL) "Are you staying here long?"
"I'll be here for the rest of the summer. Yourself?" "It's open. Four or five months at least."
She seemed to like my biscuit, but I got the feeling she would have preferred cream and sugar in the coffee. She didn't say anything, I just sort of picked up on it. "Do you own this place?"
"No! It belongs to a friend of mine who lets me use it." We sat quietly for a few moments.
"Do you hunt?"
"No! Not really. I used to do a little varmint shooting, but I haven't done any for years. Just doing a little target shooting now."



"I don't want to be pushy, but would you minded if I used your range for a little practice. I haven't found any good places where I could use my bow." She had an accent that I could not place. It was either English, Australian, or Scottish. I didn't want to ask.
"No, not at all. I think we could find something suitable for a target backstop. Feel free to use it anytime."
She ate a second biscuit. I felt really good.
"I am just curious. I thought that most people were using compound bows now. You have a recurve bow and it looks new."
"Don't get me started. Just take my word for it; recurve is better." She used plain bolts for target shooting but always carried four hunting shafts mounted on her bow.
That evening, I drove down the road a few miles and picked up three hay bales. Thus started my summer with Claire Charles.
Claire would arrive every day and return to her lodge every evening. The lodge staff had a tracker on her cell phone so that they knew where she was at all times. If Claire did not arrive back at the lodge they would send someone out to locate her. It was an arrangement that she set up upon her arrival, and it seemed to work out very well. It was the start of our second week together when we were hit with a heavy summer squall. We huddled on the porch of the cabin laughing and joking about her dilemma. Without saying anything, she pulled out her phone and called the lodge. She informed them that due to the weather she would be unable to return that evening and that she had found a comfortable place to stay for the night. I was both surprised and delighted. Thus my platonic relationship with Claire Charles turned intimate.
From there on we would alternate our sleeping arrangements. The Highlands Lodge was totally out of place in Potter County. It was posh, very expensive, and was considered an upgrade from the Poconos. Most of their guests were from overseas. Claire's family was from Cornwall. The Highlands had hot showers, lavish meals, and laundry service which I took full advantage of. Sex in the wilderness is fun, but a lot more enjoyable when you have facilities. We were spending less time at the range.
A couple of weeks later, while Claire and I were busy getting lunch together, Chuck and June arrived. June seemed especially pleased that I had a companion, and even more so when she figured out it was a full relationship. We kept things light for the first few hours and then June and Claire wandered off to girl chat. Chuck thought it was funny that Claire liked her beer warm and I had to have mine cold. I had to make several trips out to the spring to get refills.
After Terry Ulrich's tragic attack, I became the initial suspect. That turned out to be a bigger problem for Terry than he had imagined. The press wanted to know why I was the main interest. The more they looked into it the worst things seemed to go for Terry and my wife. Although the main focus was to find me, the press quickly shifted to the relationship between Terry and my wife. Three weeks later Terry Ulrich was no longer the spokesperson for Gilbert Endeavors.
The police had visited the bungalow in Schuylkill County and found it empty. They had no credit card leads, no phone call leads, and no idea what so ever where I might be. They never ask Chuck about the cabin.
Chuck mentioned that Sarah had come by the office several times trying in vain to find out where I was. She appeared to be a bit desperate, as her money source started to dry up. According to Chuck, it appeared that Terry had lost interest in her, and was blaming her for his demise.
I had no plan for my next step. I couldn't go back and I had no other options that I wanted to explore. I was drifting at the moment. As we approached the end of the year I found myself becoming complacent. I was happy and content with Claire, but I should have been paying attention to my real life.
It was a brisk Fall day and I was alone at the cabin. Something was not right, but I could not figure out what it was. I just got the woodstove stoked back to normal and had the coffee started when the door suddenly burst open. Terry Ulrich was just as big and just as ugly as he was the last time I saw him. He stood in the open doorway with a big grin on his face and an old .38 Police Special in his right hand. He seemed to be standing unsteadily and held his left arm at an odd angle as if he was trying to balance himself.
We just stood there looking at each other. I was expecting some deeply meaningful words of vengeance, but nothing came.
"Coffee?"
"Bastard! I spend over ten thousand dollars to find you. No, I don't want any damn coffee."
"Well, what can I do for you?"
"I know it was you, you sneaky little weasel. Your wife told me that you used to do a lot of target shooting. I hope you have 911 service up here because you are going to need it."
His face was getting all puffed up and red as he talked. He seemed to be working himself into a fury of some sort. All of a sudden he got a shocked expression on his face, dropped the gun and fell to one knee.
Terry Ulrich rolled over on the floor howling at the top of his lungs. About twelve inches of a crossbow bolt was sticking out of his left buttocks. The other six inches were buried deep and firm. Claire just stood in the doorway smiling.
We ran most of the way back to the Highlands. I had taken nothing with me from the cabin. It took Claire about fifteen minutes to get all of her stuff loaded in her rented Land Rover. We were laughing the whole time like a pair of high school kids. We finally calmed down to a fairly normal state when we reached US80. Breakfast was calming and satisfying.
"I assume that he has removed the arrow and got to a facility for treatment by now."
"I don't think so. He has to call 911. I shot him with one of the hunting bolts, with a triple-bladed head. It has to be cut out. It cannot be pulled out. He will probably have to lay on his belly on the gurney when he goes to the emergency room. That has to be embarrassing."
"Well, Miss Claire. It looks like we are in big trouble now, and it is all your fault." She flicked a fork full of scrambled eggs at me and laughed.
After breakfast, I made a call to Chuck, while Claire called someone else. I updated him on the situation and he seemed to think that it was quite humorous. I told him that we were going to Ocala, Florida where my grandparents lived. He snickered a bit because he knew I said that just to cover his ass.
While I was on the phone, Claire came over and took my wallet out of my pocket. She returned to her seat and continued her conversation, while I shopped for goodies for our trip.
What trip?
I didn't know, but we had to go someplace. For some reason or another, I felt that Claire had a plan. She didn't tell me anything and I didn't ask. I was content in my ignorance and I trusted her.
It was a long day. We finally stopped at a beautiful Bed and Breakfast in the Wisconsin Dells. We were beat from the drive and just fell fast asleep. Breakfast was great and four hours later we were at the Walmart Super Store in Duluth. Claire still had all of her stuff, but I left with nothing. I still had no idea what she had in mind and she seemed to be having fun keeping me in the dark. I got a new wardrobe of sorts and Claire got a big bag of snacks.
Ever since I was a boy I used to dream about taking a canoe trip to the Boundary Waters. I finally got to do it. Everything was arranged when we got there. The outfitter was even going to take care of Claire's rental car. That gave me a clue that we were probably not coming back. It was intriguing and exciting. I couldn't wait to see what else she had in store for me.
Before we set out I made one last call to Chuck.
"Skip! What in the hell did you do? It is all over the news here about Ulrich's latest demise. Some of the national services even picked it up."
"Gee Chuck, I have no idea what you are talking about." I could hear June laughing in the background.
"Well, his media image is dropping like a lead balloon. It seems that he can't do anything right."
"Couldn't have happened to a nicer guy. I always wanted to say that."
"By the way, Skip. Nice move on the divorce. Sarah was not expecting it, and it hit her hard. I don't know how you did it from up there, but it seemed to work. She has no idea what she is going to do and has no money to do it with."
"Chuck! Believe me. I am not joking. I have no idea what the hell you are talking about. I never even went to see a lawyer. Are you sure about the divorce?"
"Yeah! She was waving it in my face and ranting about it, just this morning."
"Well, it was nice to get some good news for a change. By the way, can you stop by the cabin and have somebody get my stuff and my car. The Marlin is still there."
"No problem. Where are you now?
"Moss Bluff, Florida. I am looking for a trailer I can rent."
Claire was standing on the dock waving me down. The canoe was loaded to the gills. I was thanking my parents for making me go to Boy Scout Camp when I was younger. At least I didn't feel like a complete doofus.
For the next six days, we paddled the lakes of the boundary waters. We had a different designated campsite each night. Claire knew where she was going and was using her cell phone GPS to get there. I was along for the ride and enjoying it. The best part of the trip was that she enjoyed sex under the stars.
It was noon the next day when our adventure continued. We were met by a single man at a small dock on a remote road. Claire and he started hugging and talking French. After thirty minutes or so he gave Claire the keys for the truck along with a large envelope. We took our things out of the canoe and set off down the road. I looked in the rear window and saw him push off from the dock. I was driving and Claire started rooting through the envelope.
"I guess I better get used to calling you 'Clinton'."
Of course, I gave her a strange look. She did her little snicker kind of laugh and handed me a Canadian driver's license with my picture on it. The name on the license was Clinton Barfield.
"You're kidding right?"
"No. You are now Clinton Barfield and you also have a new Canadian passport." She proudly waved in front of my face.
"Are we in Canada?"
"Of course, silly."
Four days later we landed in Newquay. In two hours we were at Claire's family home just outside of St Austell. It was as if I was born here. I felt comfortable and content.
I was still very anxious about meeting Claire's family. The manor house was enormous. Her father asked me to join him in the den. On the far wall was an elaborate walnut gun cabinet. I watched with interest as he reached inside and removed a rifle. He handed it to me and smiled. It was my Marlin 336C chambered for the .219 Zipper. I knew I was home.
Epilogue: I never saw or heard from Sarah or the girls again. Chuck and June got a strange Christmas card every year from Mr. and Mrs. Clinton Barfield. They had no idea. This year the card will have a picture of us and the three kids. I am sure he will figure it out.
Was there ever really a Terry Ulrich?
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Congratulations Dear
The Greenfields County Club dining room looked just as I remembered it twenty years ago. A few improvements and changes, but nothing radical.
"John! Over here." Don Wilson was waving to me from a small table by the window, overlooking the first green.
We exchanged the usual greetings and got settled in.
"So, John, what brings you back home after such a long time?"
"Nothing in particular. The wife and I just decided that we were ready for a change after both kids started college. We weren't old enough for Florida, so we thought we would spend a few years at home. We are just renting for the time being."
"Are you working?"
"Yeah! Actually, I am still with Sanders Chemical. I was able to swing a transfer back. It is almost like I never left. Sharon got a secretarial job with a local company. Yourself?"
"Still selling Chevy's. I can't imagine doing anything else. For some reason, I feel like I found my calling. When you feel like trading give me a call."
"Hey! No fair. You are not allowed to do business at lunch."
Our meals came and we continued to chat about family, kids and old friends. It was light and comfortable. It was good to be back.
As we were finishing up, Don motioned across the room toward a couple that had just come in.
"That's a new addition to the community. I am sure you will be meeting him around soon. That is B.J. Stryker and his wife Rose."
The name sounded familiar. "What is his claim to fame?"
"He is the marketing VP over at Gilbert Industrial." Now I knew why the name sounded so familiar.
Don took a sip of coffee and continued. "Stryker is a HR nightmare. Everybody is just waiting for the axe to drop"
"Okay, Don. Get to it. What are you trying to say?"
"The guy is a sleaze and he is getting away with it. He is constantly hiring new personal assistants. They usually last less than a month. Every once in a while he gets one that will stay and they seem happy for about a year, and then he fires them."
"Is he that bad to work for or what?"
" Like I said;he is a sleaze."
I gave Don a funny look, so he leaned forward and started talking quietly.
"After he hires them he starts sweet talking them. As I understand it he tries to convince them to give him blow jobs. He is cool and does it very slowly. They are all hired on a sixty day probation period. If he can convince them to suck him off within the sixty days, they get a promotion and a raise. If not, they are let go. So far there have been a few complaints made, but nothing strong enough that they can bring charges against him."
"Does he screw them too?"
"Nope! Never happen. He claims that he loves his wife and will not cheat on here. As far as we know all he ever does is get them to suck him."
"And after a year, he gets tired of them, and goes looking for a new one?"
"Yeah! He is particular however. He will only hire married women. I think he feels safer that way,"
We chatted a while longer and I kept watching Stryker. He was good looking and seemed to be quite charismatic. It was easy to see how he could be successful at what he was doing. Before leaving, Don and I made plans to get together later in the month.
I was pretty useless at work the rest of the day. By the time I got home, Sharon had just finished getting supper on the table.
"So how did your lunch with Don go? I am sure you guys had a lot of to talk about."
"It was great. Don and June will be coming over next Sunday afternoon for supper. You guys can spend all evening catching up."
"Is he still selling cars?"
"Yes, and he seems to still enjoy it. And how was your day? Any interesting news from Gilbert Industrial?"
"I was going to wait till after dessert to tell you, but, yes, I do have some really good news."
My wife had a big smile on her face as she gave me her news.
"I got a raise and a promotion at work today. I think I am really going to enjoy working for Mr Stryker."
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There is no sex in this story.
***
"Are you going to be able to keep yourself busy while I am gone?"
"Don't I always? Karen and I are planning on hitting Readinger's and Green Dragon this week. I hope you have enough on the credit card to handle it."
"As long as you stay away from diamonds, emeralds, and rubies we should be all right." We got a little laugh at that.
Both of our kids were gone and, as empty-nesters, we were doing pretty well. Marsha had never worked. We discussed the possibility of her working after the kids left and came up empty-handed. She was happy with just keeping the house up and going to yard sales and flea markets. Her kindle was full of thousands of ebooks.
Her friend, Karen, collected cookie cutters, trivets, and flat irons. Marsha was only interested in old jewelry. She had a large hand-carved walnut chest that she kept all her treasures in. The value was not in the gemstones but the design and craftsmanship of the pieces. She did a lot of research and knew what she was doing. The chest was the most important thing in her life. Each piece had its history.
This week I was in Albuquerque. It was a routine trip and everything was on schedule. It was Tuesday evening and I was waiting for a table at the Holiday Inn Express.
"Excuse me! Are you eating alone?" It was another clone. He dressed like me, he looked like me, and he acted like me. All traveling businessmen are clones.
"Yeah! As usual. Would you care to join me?"
"Absolutely. Kevin Martin, Kelso Plastics."
I took his hand. "John Terrell, Neilson Machine."
We chatted lightly while perusing the menu. "How long are you here for Kevin?"
"Short trip this time. I fly back to Philly in the morning. I like it when I can get finished early."
"Interesting. I am out of Philly also, but I am afraid I will have to finish out the week."
"What do you do, John?."
"I sell, install, and maintain candy-making equipment. I work out of King of Prussia for a company in the Netherlands."
"Do you like it?"
"Yeah. I make a good living. Put two kids through school and have a nice place in West Chester."
"Damn. What a coincidence. I live in Downingtown. Hell, we're neighbors and I had to go to New Mexico to meet you."
"You married, Kevin?"
"No. I've been widowed for about ten years, but I do have a steady girlfriend. Your self?
"Married twenty-three years and looking for twenty-three more."
"Oh, John. Let me show you what I found today. My girl collects fancy jewelry. Every trip I make I bring something back for her. I went a little overboard this time, but it is quite nice."
I suddenly became very interested in what he had to show me. He pulled a purple Crown Royal bag from his jacket pocket and carefully dumped a silver squash blossom necklace on the table.
"It is Cerrillos turquoise, which fairly unique. She is going to go nuts over this. It was a bit pricey, but she is worth it."
"Must be a pretty special lady. How long have you been with her?"
"Almost three years now."
"Is marriage on the table here?"
"No! That's the sad part. She is already married and doesn't seem to be interested in changing that. I am still working on her and maybe if I keep trying I will get lucky."
"I assume you two have been intimate."
"Yeah. For two years now. We are even able to squeeze in a few overnighters occasionally."
"Her husband is okay with this?"
"Heavens no! She is scared to death that he is going to find out. I guess that is what makes the relationship so exciting."
"Kevin, you are a braver man than I am. I could never do something like that."
"Believe me, she is worth it."
Kevin and I finished our meals and said our goodbyes. He never made the connection between me and his girlfriend. I didn't ask for his card because I didn't want to give him mine.
I flew the red-eye home Friday. Marsha did the grocery shopping Saturday mornings so she wasn't there when I got in. I unpacked from my trip and just on a whim, I decided to check the jewelry box. It had three drawers in the front and a lift-up lid. Underneath the bottom drawer was a false bottom. The squash blossom necklace was still wrapped in the Crown Royal bag, carefully tucked into the secret place. Along with it was a beautiful emerald cut ruby ring that I had never seen before. I put everything back just as Marsha walked in the door.
There was no doubt that as soon as Marsha saw me, she knew. Neither one of us said anything other than the usual glad to be home, glad to have you home, banter. I spent the morning catching up with yard work, and the afternoon catching up with my sleep. Marsha stayed out of my way the whole day.
Supper was Chinese take out. I ask her how her flea market hunting went and she asks how my New Mexico trip was. We both lied to each other. It was an uneventful evening in front of the TV. Sunday morning Marsha said she was going to visit our eldest daughter, Claire, in Allentown. I was going to clean the garage.
I didn't get the garage cleaned, but I did get all of the finances straightened out. To keep the girls from having to burden themselves with too many college loans, we refinanced the house. It was now underwater. Arranging everything else was no problem. I spend the evening inspecting and reevaluating my wardrobe. I was mentally preparing for something, but I didn't know what.
Before going to bed, I checked the jewelry chest again. The necklace and the ring were gone.
I was asleep in front of the TV when Marsha got home. She covered me with a quilt and went to bed by her self.
I made the drive to King of Prussia in a daze. Luckily I had driven it so many times over the last fifteen years that it was like I was on autopilot. I finished all my paperwork concerning the Albuquerque trip and headed up to the main office. Thirty minutes later, I had a reassignment to Scheveningen. The home office was anxious to get me. I would be heading up the manuals and publications division. I probably could have done the job here in the states, but I could do it better there. I had a week before I would leave.
My actual workload for the rest of the week was light. All I had to do was bring my replacement up to speed and close out all my old projects. At home, I spend most of the evenings on my computer. Normally I would have to justify overtime work to the wife, but now she didn't seem to care. It was not commented on. On a few nights, we did watch TV together, but that was about it. I was dreading a confrontation of some type, but it never came.
It was an interesting situation. She knew that I knew what she was doing. I knew what she was doing and knew that she knew I knew. And yet, neither of us would talk about it. Oddly enough, I didn't care. I wasn't angry.
I spent Wednesday afternoon at the lawyers' office. I was giving Marsha the house, and half of the savings and checking accounts. The total of everything was just over twenty thousand. If she sold the house the real estate commission would eat up all of the equity. I figured that she could keep the house if she could get Kevin to move in with her. If he didn't move in with her, it would probably go back to the bank. I would not let her have any of my IRA or any claim to my company retirement plan.
As all this was going on, I was amazed that I was still holding my cool. I was not angry, vengeful, or bitter. I felt a bit relieved. I don't know why. I did, however, feel the need for a little evil satisfaction.
My plane was leaving out of Philly early Monday morning. I arranged for my brother, Carl, to come down from Pottsville, to take me to the airport Sunday evening. I was planning on treating them to supper at the Airport Marriot. I reserved two rooms so that we could all stay overnight.
Thursday, Marsha told me she was going to Lancaster with Karen to hit some antique shops. It gave me time to finish my packing and preparations. I was extremely selective, so unless she was very curious, she would never notice that I was leaving. She never asked me why I wasn't at work.
They had a goodbye party for me at work on Friday. It was nice to feel appreciated. Marsha and I went to Red Lobster Friday night. The tension was still there, but we managed to get through the meal. Still no confrontation on either side.
Saturday, Marsha did her regular shopping and I started working on the lawn. It would be the last time, so I figured out how I could make it last the whole day. I didn't stop for lunch. My wife brought me a cold beer and a sandwich. After a light supper, I fell asleep on the recliner.
Sunday morning, Marsha left early to spend the day with our youngest daughter, Lena, in Lebanon. It was time to finalize everything. Carl and his wife, Norma, showing up just after noon. I loaded all my stuff and then brought down Masha's treasured Jewelry Chest. The Squash Blossom necklace and the ruby ring were still missing. Carl would keep the box at his place until I told him otherwise.
Just before leaving, I called Kevin Martin.
"Kevin! Hi. This is John Terrell. How are you doing?"
There was a momentary pause. "Er. Fine John. Yourself?"
"Kevin, I just wanted to give you a quick update on the Cub Cadet, lawn tractor. It's a bit old, but still runs well most of the time. If you have a hard time starting it, just take out the plugs and give them a cleaning. It should be good to go then. You shouldn't have problems with anything else."
"Okay, John. Why are you telling me this?"
"Just trying to help. I gotta go, Kevin. Have a good weekend."
Carl and Norma couldn't help laughing.
"John, what the hell was that. Was that the same guy who is screwing your wife?"
"Sure was. Can you imagine the conversations that phone call will generate? This is going to be fun."
Monday morning, bright and early, I was off to my new home and grinning all the way. I still
couldn't figure out why I wasn't upset about the whole situation. I thought it was all a bit funny. As the wheels of the plane broke ground, I felt a big relief sweep over my body.
In no time, I was up and running in my new Scheveningen office. I rented a small cottage in Wassenaar and was riding a new ten-speed bike to and from work. The company arranged for my new drivers' license, but I preferred the bike. If the weather was bad, I could take the bus. After two weeks I called Carl. I didn't know who else to contact.
"John, Marsha was upset of course, but I got the feeling she had been anticipating something."
"Things had been tense the last few weeks before I left. We never talked about it, but we both knew it was coming. When did you talk to her?"
"She called me last Tuesday. I think she was looking for her jewelry box, but she didn't come right out and say so. She kept ranting on about you having to call her to straighten things out. She got the divorce papers and got a lawyer to look them over. They are going to make a counteroffer or something like that. I know that she said she didn't want the house."
"My lawyer has a power of attorney that I already signed so that she can either sell it or give it back to the bank. I don't care because I don't want or expect to get anything out of it. I'll have him send it to her lawyer."
"It was a funny conversation that we had. She didn't apologize or anything and didn't seem to feel the need to defend what she did, at least not to me. I didn't detect any guilt or remorse. I thought breakups like this were supposed to be highly emotional affairs. You two are a pair of cold fish."
"Carl, I can't explain it. I don't understand myself."
"Oh, one last thing. She did say that they was no way she would agree to the divorce until she gets her jewelry back."
"If you get to speak to her again, tell her that there is no way she will get her jewelry back until the divorce is final."
Needless to say, the divorce proceedings did not go well. We fought over the terms for six months. She wanted half of my IRA and half of my company retirement. She wanted me to pay the mortgage on the house that she refused to sell or move out of. She wanted alimony, big alimony. What pissed her off was that I refused to give back her Jewelry and that Kevin Martin had decided that there was too much drama and decided to move on.
I had avoided any contact with my daughters since the whole thing started. I decided it was time to call Claire.
"Dad, Lena, and I spend a whole weekend with mom. She told us everything. We understand why you left and neither of us blames you for any of this. She is a total wreck, but she is too proud to let you know that. She doesn't want the house. She is being a bitch about the divorce because she doesn't want it at all. We convinced her that it was inevitable, but she is having a hard time accepting that."
"What can I do? I am not going back to the way things were."
"I don't think anybody expects that. She is lost, however, since her boyfriend seemed to disappear. She has no job skills and no prospects for employment. She is not making the mortgage payments and is having to go through the money you left her just to keep the utilities on. Lena has offered to let her move in with her temporarily. You have to throw her a bone, dad."
It was not difficult for the lawyer to arrange with the bank to take back the house. It cost me a few grand, but it was worth it. Carl contacted 'two men and a truck' and had Marsha moved to Lebanon before the end of the week. The biggest problem was the excess furniture that he ended up having to sell off for pennies on the dollar. I agreed to provide Marsha with fair alimony and she dropped all the other crap demands. The final sticking point was the return of her precious jewelry chest. I agreed to it, but only with one final stipulation.
After paying a hefty VAT fee, I was able to claim the last package that I would ever get from my wife. I carefully unwrapped it as I sat on my back patio. Inside the purple Crown Royal bag was the beautiful Squash Blossom necklace. I didn't need it or want it, but I felt it was symbolic. I spread it out on the table in front of me and picked up my phone.
"Carl! Give Marsha her jewelry chest back."
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This is a re-post of a 2009 story that has been re-edited and lengthened.
There is no sex in this story.
Linda and I had been married for twenty-three years. We raised two daughters and I thought that we had a good marriage, but what did I know. I tried everything I could to be a good husband. I was attentive. I was not rude or overbearing. I didn't ignore her or veg out in front of the TV. We went out for meals or some type of show regularly. I wasn't abusive. I guess it was all for naught.
I didn't object when my wife, Linda, asked me if it was all right for her to go to Jamaica with one of her girlfriends. I didn't object until I found out, the day after she left, that it was booked in the name of Mr. and Mrs. David Greene. Being a trusting husband, I never asked the name of the girlfriend that she was going with. As usual, it's probably my fault, because I work too much. I thought Linda would get a job after the kids left for college, but that never happened. Now, I am on the early morning commuter flight to Jamaica so I can adjust the situation. Since the terrorist bombings, travel has tightened up some, even to the Caribbean vacation islands. Passports never used to be required, but are preferred now.
I passed through the Montego Bay terminal with a carry-on bag. I wasn't planning on staying, but it had to appear that way. I had a return ticket for later the same day. A courtesy bus for the New Moon Resort was waiting to whisk me to my destination, an all-inclusive resort.
I was relaxing on the veranda with a cool drink, when Linda and her escort, Phil Davenport, left the complex for the beach. They were walking hand in hand like a pair of newlyweds. Phil was a local real estate agent that we occasionally socialized with. He was married, but it appears that his wife did not come with him.
Now, I could check-in.
"Good Morning. I am David Greene." I pushed my passport, driver's license, and Visa Card across the desk. "I am not sure of the room number, my wife made all the arrangements."
"You are in room 413, Mister Greene. I see that two key cards have already been issued for your room."
"I can get my key card from my wife later, but I'd like to get into the room now so I can get settled. Can you help me?
"No problem, sir."
"Is there a safe in the room for my valuables? My wife said I wouldn't need any money because it is all-inclusive. Is that correct?"
"Yes sir. No money is necessary here at New Moon." He pushed a small piece of paper across the desk. "This is the combination for the safe in your room. The combination is changed for every guest, so there will be no problem. Follow me, sir."
The concierge was beaming broadly as he opened the door.
"This is our honeymoon suite, as you requested. It is the best room we have. Nothing has been spared. If you need anything else Mister Greene please do not hesitate to call."
I thanked him for his help and slipped him a tenner.
He did fail to notice the two used bathrobes laying on the unmade bed.
It took me only twenty minutes to clean out the safe and the room.
I grabbed a cab outside of the resort and went to Montego Bay for lunch; jerk chicken and a Red Label. I picked up a tee-shirt and a straw hat before leaving for the airport.
As soon as I arrived at the house from Philadelphia, I canceled all the credit cards. Linda and her lover will eventually find their way home. I just wanted to make it an experience they would remember. It was worth the trip. I took their money, passports, plane tickets, driver's licenses, credit cards, and cell phones. She can explain everything to me when she gets back.
I made a quick call to Janet Davenport. I thought it might be important for her to know where her husband was. She was not a happy camper.
Finally, I grabbed a cold Black and Tan and got comfortable in my favorite recliner. I had to make the dreaded phone call to each of my daughters. I think I might need two beers.
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A Quiet Kind of Cool ©
There is no sex in this story.
I hated the rain. I sat in the cab of the truck watching it hit the windshield and listening to it bang on the roof. It wasn't a nice soft summer rain; it was a gully washer. When the wind blew, I could see the sheets of water washing across the parking lot. It wasn't a hurricane, but it sure looked like the newscasts that you saw on TV. The AC unit on top of the Heritage Cottage Buffet would just have to wait until it stopped. There was no way that I was going to go up on the roof and work on anything until the weather cleared. Hell, I wasn't even supposed to be here. Wednesday was my day to work in Allentown. Of course this was an emergency, and I was the best-qualified man for the job. Actually nobody else wanted to drive this far for a service contract job.
The Heritage Cottage Buffet is part of the York Holiday House Motel. It was one of the older types with outside entrances, but that was offset by the cheap rates. I think more people used the restaurant than the motel. Right now most of the guests were checking out. The maids were staying under the outside canopy, close to the building to avoid the rain. It was a long boring wait, that is until the beige VW convertible pulled into one of the closer parking spots. I could not make out the license plate number from across the lot, but I swear it looked just like my wife's bug.
Amanda and I had been married for almost twenty years. We had two daughters; Colleen who was 18 years old and starting as a full-time student at Kutztown University in three months, and Brenda, who just turned 16 years old and was now in full-fledged Goth rebellion mode. Two perfect opposites.
Although Amanda and I went to High School together, I didn't really meet her until later, when she was working as a waitress at a local diner. My time in school was not the happiest of my life. I had a terrible stutter as long as I can remember and the teenage angst that came with it was awful. I became withdrawn and sullen. I spoke only when it was necessary and then, usually, in as few words as possible. My teachers were instructed never to call on me in class. I don't know if that made things easier for me or harder. Most of my classmates considered me to be slow. I never felt that way, because I had no points of reference. I always knew when I was being taken advantage of or baited in some way. On occasions, I had resorted to physical means to stop some type of harassment and it always seemed to work.
I was halfway through a technical course in air conditioning repair when I finally got to meet Amanda. Actually, the first time that she took my order at the diner was the only time I spoke to her. I hadn't dated in school, for obvious reasons, and I had absolutely no social skills to speak of. For over a month, all I did was order my meal, eat it and leave; with a generous tip of course.
Amanda was always polite and always pleasant. I felt comfortable being close to her. It took a lot of courage on my part, but I did eventually ask her out on a date, which she readily accepted. She didn't seem to mind that I let her do all of the talking. When I did say anything, I tried to keep it monosyllabic. She was well aware of my speech impediment but was careful not to purposely mention it in any manner.
We dated for several months before things got serious; by that I mean sexually. It was obvious the first time, that I had no experience at all, but she was very understanding and was able to get us through it without too much embarrassment. Although I never mentioned it, I got a distinct feeling that she had done it all before. I really felt that it was her business and that I had no need to know what she did before she met me.
We had a small civil ceremony right after I finished tech school. I had a full-time job waiting and the pay was better than I had expected. Amanda continued to work at the diner until she got pregnant with Colleen. From there on, she was a full-time wife and mom. We weren't rich, but we were comfortable. Life was good.
Just out of curiosity, I kept trying to see the tag number on the beetle, but the heavy rain made it impossible. A silver Mercedes parked aside from the bug and an umbrella got out with a man under it. I was impressed with the way he coordinated the move. He walked to the VW and opened the driver's door. I felt a knot in my stomach, as I watched Amanda get out of her car and join arms with the man. They half ran and half walked to the motel canopy. They were laughing as he closed the umbrella and got out a room key from his coat pocket.
I sat in the parking lot for over two hours. The rain had stopped, but I didn't care. I got out of the truck just long enough to go over to the Mercedes and remove the vehicle registration from the glove box.
They finally came out of the room and were still laughing as they walked back to their cars. Before Amanda got into the VW, she gave her gentleman friend a quick kiss on the cheek; the kind that a wife gives her husband, not her lover.
She never noticed my truck sitting across the lot. She seemed to be oblivious to everything except her companion. I was crying as I watched both of them leave the lot. I never fixed the air conditioner at the Heritage Cottage Buffet.
It took less than an hour to get back to the shop. The boss was upset that I hadn't completed the job, but that changed to utter disappointment when I informed him that I was quitting. He didn't argue with me or ask for an explanation. When I got to the bank I cashed my severance check and withdrew all but $6000 dollars out of the various bank accounts. The savings account was supposed to go for the new house and the money market account held the girl's college fund money. Now they were both empty.
While I was driving to Kutztown, I realized that Brenda was never going to be going to go to college. The only thing lower than her grades was her attitude. I couldn't figure out what I had done to turn her against me, and I was afraid to ask. Actually, she was just as surely with her mother as she was with me. Colleen and Brenda were both raised exactly alike but turned out totally different. I felt a small pang of guilt, which quickly passed, as I paid Colleen's college tuition ahead for the full 4 years. It was close enough to home that I did not have to worry about dorm fees and a meal plan.
Amanda was home when I arrived. I took my wet boots off at the front door as I always do. She came out of the kitchen to meet me.
"John. What are you doing home at this time? I thought that you were supposed to be in Allentown all day."
As I walked passed her towards the bedroom, I smiled and gave her a quick peck on the cheek, similar to the one she had given her lover, three hours earlier. She looked perplexed when I did not respond to her question.
I had the first bag half-packed when she entered the bedroom.
"John? What the hell is going on? What are you doing?"
She just stood there as I continued to pack. All that I was taking was underwear, shoes, and my Dickies work clothes.
"Are you going to answer me? What happened? Just because you had a bad day at work is no reason to be leaving. I assume that you are leaving, because you are packing. Answer me damn it. I am your wife. You are supposed to share this stuff with me."
I paused momentarily and looked her way. She knew not to interrupt me or try to hurry my speech.
"I did not work in Allentown today." There was no hesitation and no stammering. It was a simple sentence, but I delivered it perfectly.
Amanda stood there quietly waiting for me to continue.
I finished my packing, and I paused again.
"I worked in York today." It was another short, simple, phrase and it also came out perfectly; slow and cool.
As I was getting my shoes from the closet, I noticed my wife quietly leave the room. She didn't say anything. She was sitting on the living room couch as I walked towards the front door. It took only a moment for me to put my work boots back on. I glanced back one more time before leaving. Her eyes were wet, but she was not crying, as she watched me go out the door. She offered no explanation and no apology.
I was just outside of Hagerstown when my cell phone rang. Under the circumstances, I guess, I would have had an easier time communicating if I had learned to text, but just using the cell phone was an achievement for me. It was Colleen.
"Hi dad. Where are you?"
"H-H-Hagerstown."
"Mom told us that you left and I just wanted to make sure that you were all right."
"I'm fine."
"Dad, is there anything that you want me to do? Is there any way that I can help?"
"No." It is difficult to have a lot of dialog with someone when the words don't come smoothly. There were a million things that I wanted to say to my daughter but didn't feel up to it.
"Mom told Brenda and me what happened. She wasn't very specific, but we both knew for a while now. I am not pleased that it happened, but I am glad that you finally found out."
"You and B-B-Brenda knew about it?"
"For about three years now."
"I f-f-feel foolish."
"Don't dad. Don't do that to yourself. You are a good father and a good husband. Don't you ever think otherwise."
I didn't answer her. I didn't know what to say and I didn't want to talk any more. It was too much to take in at one time. My stomach was churning, but I wasn't hungry.
"Dad? Dad? Are you there? Are you okay?"
"I'll be fine. By the way, I p-p-paid your tuition at s-s-school for you. You are all set to go."
"I don't care about that. I care about you."
"Thanks, honey. I have to go now." I turned my phone off without giving her a chance to say anything else.
000#000
I was having supper at the Cracker Barrel in Harrisonburg when I noticed a small ad for a facility maintenance manager, with emphasis on air conditioning
and heating. After a quick phone call, I had an interview for the next morning. I never actually had an interview for any type of job before so I was a bit anxious. My obvious speech impediment did not help my confidence. If I got it; fine. If not; nothing lost.
Oakbrook Meadows was a small church-affiliated retirement home. It was old and looked as if it had been added on to several times. There was no structure or organization for the entire facility. It was a hodge-podge of buildings that desperately needed help.
"Good Morning! You must be Mister Tyson. My name is Don Watson. Do you mind if I call you John?"
"T-T-That's fine." We shook hands and I sat down.
For the next thirty minutes Don Watson gave me a complete history lesson about Oakbrook Meadows and verified the complexity of the enterprise. My initial observation was right on the money. It was a non-profit operation and they were having money problems keeping open. Over one hundred retired old people lived there as long as they could remain functional. When they got too sick or old to take care of themselves they were relegated to a state-run facility by law. The expense of outsourcing all of the repairs and upkeep was taxing their budget to the point that they were considering closing the whole place. Hiring a full-time maintenance superintendent was a last-ditch effort. Up until now, they were not having too much luck.
The salary that they were offering was really bad. What made the difference was the use of a small apartment in the basement of the main building and meals in the community dining room. It took me three days to make the apartment livable. The meals were good and convenient. It looked like things were going to be okay. I was happy.
There was a fully equipped workshop with a pile of mixed manuals and spare parts. The air conditioning and heating did not look like a problem, but I had no experience with things like dishwashers, ranges, and walk-in refrigeration units. Plumbing difficulties baffled me, but I rallied though them. I spent a whole weekend reviewing the facility insurance policies.
Things started out pretty slow. After tackling a few things that needed immediate repair, I did a complete inventory of items that did or would require some sort of maintenance or servicing. I tried to balance things a bit so I could mix some easy jobs with some more complex ones. That would take a bit of pressure off the day to day operation. Of course critical problems took priority.
It only took a few weeks to get settled into a comfortable routine. During the day I took care of business and at night I took care of making my new habitat livable. I kept my cell phone charged but turned off. I had a facility phone for work and an old windows 7 computer which I set up to keep track of maintenance. Don was happy with my work and I was happy with the situation as a whole. Life was good.
It had been over three months since I left. I decided to call Colleen on her birthday. This was my first contact since I left. I was surprised that no one had tried to get in touch with me and depressed that no one cared enough to try. Of course, my phone was turned off almost all of that time.
"Colleen! It's Dad. H-h-happy B-b-birthday!"
"Dad! How great to hear from you. You had your phone turned off. Where are you and what are you doing? I was worried about you."
"Slow down. One question at a t-t-time. I'm fine. I got a j-j-job and a place to live in. I am m-m-more concerned with h-h-how you are doing."
"School is good. I am in a dorm room with two other girls. I went on the meal plan rather than going home to eat. I have a part-time job at a sandwich shop near the campus."
"Do you n-n-need anything?
"No I am fine."
"Is everything else okay?"
"No, not really. Mom, of course is very depressed. She told Brenda and me what happened. I don't think she is sorry about what she did, but she is sorry that she got caught. She got a job at Zinn's diner, but I don't think she is making enough to keep the house. She sold all of your tools and stuff from the garage and is selling off furniture. The last time I talked to her she said that she was going to go to the bank about the mortgage payments. I think she is going to let the house go back."
"That's a shame. It was a n-n-nice house."
"Oh, by the way, Brenda is gone. A few weeks after you left, Brenda and mom got into a big row. In case you didn't know, you are not Brenda's biological father. It is some guy from Gettysburg named Samuelson. I think it is the guy that she was meeting the day you found out. In any case, Brenda left and sent a postcard from San Francisco."
"It seems as if I am the c-c-cause of a l-l-lot of misery."
"No, you are not, Dad. Mom brought all of this on herself."
"Colleen, give me your a-a-address. I will send you a power of attorney so that it will be e-e-easier for your mother to get r-r-rid of the house."
"You don't have to do that, but it would make it easier for mom."
---000---
The employees did not eat with the Oakbrook Meadows residents. They had their meals a bit later and in a separate section of the dining room. By this time, I was friends with the other employees and several of the inmates. I don't know why I thought of them as inmates, but it seemed appropriate. Ivy James soon became a regular at my lunch table. Ivy was in charge of the facility laundry. In fact she was the facility laundry. Most of the residents did their own wash in the community laundry area, which I also had to maintain. If there was a way to screw up a washer or dryer, they quickly figured it out.
Ivy was about forty or so. She wasn't a raving beauty, but she wasn't a dog either. I found out that she was single and had never been married. She worked hard and was in pretty good shape, as far as I could tell. She lived with her parents and they dropped her off and picked her up from work. What set her apart from everyone else and endeared her to me, was that she was deaf.
In no time at all I found myself spending more and more time with Ivy. She had a small note pad on a strap around her neck and used it when it was necessary. Normally she could manage pretty good without it. She could read lips quite well and for some reason I didn't stutter when I was with her. I didn't even have to say the words, I could just mouth them. It was a bit comforting for me. She never made me feel self-conscious about my affliction.
Our relationship improved when she invited me to spend Thanksgiving with her family. Her parents and sister were not hearing impaired. Her mother and sister were both proficient in ASL. Her father was good-natured about it but relied on the two women to interpret for him. They quickly picked up on my stutter and were careful to steer the conversation so that I could minimize speaking but still feel included. All in all it was a good experience. Ivy and I grew closer.
The Virginia School for the Deaf was located thirty minutes away in Staunton. I had no trouble enrolling in an evening ASL class, even in the midterm. I didn't say anything to Ivy, but she figured out something was going on when I started to pay more attention to her signing at different times. When I finally told her, she was beaming and offered to stay late to help me with my homework. The school explained that it would probably take about two years to become accomplished enough to carry on a simple conversation, but I had to start somewhere, and I was motivated.
Work was good. I had a social life of sorts, but I was not really dating. Every day the pain I felt at the loss of my marriage diminished more and more.
Colleen called and told me that she was coming down for Christmas. She didn't ask me, she told me. How could I refuse? Oakbrook Meadows had a few guest rooms available, so I had no trouble reserving one for her. I was a little anxious about her meeting Ivy, but it was not necessary. As soon as Colleen realized that Ivy was deaf, she started signing. She wasn't really good at it, but good enough that the two of them could converse at great length without me. Colleen had taken two courses while she was still in high school and was able to get advanced placement when she started college. Of course dear old dad knew nothing about this. It seems that she had already decided to major in special education at Kutztown.
We ended up spending most of the Christmas vacation time with Ivy and her parents. Of course I still had maintenance to perform. Things seemed to keep breaking even though it was a holiday. Colleen didn't seem to mind that I had to leave her on occasion. I was a bit embarrassed when I got a mistletoe kiss from Ivy, but Colleen seemed to enjoy my discomfort.
Before leaving, Colleen happened to mention that she thought that Amanda was still in touch with Jeff Samuelson. It was not something she had said to Colleen, but just little hints and things that she accidentally said or made references too. Colleen got the feeling that she was planning for something to happen in the future and was looking forward to it.
Two weeks later, I was served. She didn't ask for a thing. She just wanted the divorce. I signed everything and sent it back to her lawyer. The was only one thing that bothered me; I was pissed off. She had used me and taken advantage of me and then felt that she could just discard me when she no longer needed me. That was not right. I know! I know! I left her and I opened that door. It still was not right and I was left wanting some sort of balance. I was happy with my new life and normally should have just accepted my good fortune and moved on. I couldn't do it!
Ivy did not gloat when I told her about the divorce, but it was obvious that her spirits perked up a bit. She was still her same old self, but better.
My nights were sleepless, as I kept dwelling on the fact that I was used and taken advantage of. My pride was destroyed. She screwed around and I was the one that was hurt. I know it is the normal way that things go, but I still didn't like it. I needed closure.



It was Monday at 6 AM. I was having coffee at The Ugly Mug Cafe in Gettysburg, waiting for Jeff Samuelson to go to work. He left home at 7 AM just as I arrived. I had up-dressed a bit for my meeting with Mrs. Samuelson because I didn't want to make her feel uncomfortable. I had no idea what I was going to say to her as I rang the bell.
Although it was early, she was already dressed. I was afraid she would be in pajamas or a robe.
"Yes? Can I help you?"
"Mrs. Samuelson, m-m-my name is John Tyson. I was hoping that I could get a m-m-minute of your time."
"Are you selling something, Mr. Tyson? I don't think we would be interested."
"No madam. It's a personal m-m-matter concerning your husband and my wife."
She stood silent in deep thought. I couldn't tell if she was going to ask me to leave or ask me in.
"Your wife's name wouldn't happen to Amanda, would it?"
"Yes, madam."
"Please come in Mister Tyson. We do indeed have to talk."
Marie Samuelson and I spent the next two hours together. When I left to return home, I wasn't sure if I felt better or worse. She had suspected something for several years but was never able to come up with anything concrete. She had been calmly stoic most of the time until I told her about Brenda. Her whole demeanor change. That was when I decided it was time to leave. My work was done.
The first thing I did when I got back was to tell Ivy everything. I could not start a relationship with her if there were secrets. She seemed to understand and took some extra time to try and console me.
Things were back to normal. Ivy and I were looking at houses. We were too old to start a family of our own, but Ivy was interested in either foster care or adoption. We checked into possibilities and found out that our chances of adopting hearing disabled children were pretty good. The people in Staunton would be more than happy to help us.
oooOOOooo
"Dad, it's Colleen." I wasn't expecting a call from my daughter in the middle of the night.
"Hi. Is everything okay?"
"Not really, but nothing for you to get excited about. I am at the Baptist Hospital in York. Mom has been shot. She is Okay, but I felt that I should call you."
"Okay! N-n-now you got my attention. W-w-what the hell happened?"
"What I can piece together is that Mom and Mister Samuelson were having supper at the Cracker Barrel when Mrs. Samuelson came in and emptied a .22 revolver at them. All of the shots missed except one that just nicked Mom in the right arm. It wasn't serious but did require medical attention. They are going to release her in a couple of hours. I am going to stick around and then drive her back home."
"What happened to the boyfriend?"
"He didn't get a scratch, but he did suddenly disappear before the cops even got there. He just left Mom stranded. Mrs. Samuelson sat in a chair and quietly waited for the police to arrive."
"I guess there is no reason for m-m-me to come up there?"
"No. I'll have her home by the time you arrived. I'll call you later. Oh, I forgot, Mom is really pissed that her boyfriend ran out on her. I have never seen her that mad."
"Thanks for the call. B-b-by the way, keep some time open at the beginning of April. Your Dad is going to get m-m-married."
"Congratulations! I will diffidently be there. Oh, I won't tell Mom. It would really crush her right now. See ya,"
As I hung up the phone I thought that I better say something to Ivy about the upcoming wedding.
Epilog
Thus ends the saga of a quiet, cool man. He bought a house and moved into it with his new bride. They adopted three kids and fostered several more. Colleen got a teaching job at the Virginia School for the Deaf and married a year later. John continued on at Oakbrook Meadows, but Ivy did not. Amanda is still working at Zinn's diner. Jeff Samuelson was never seen again. Life is good.
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Cutting Your Loses ©
This is a re-post of a 2009 story that has be re-edited.
I assumed my wife, Lisa, would be happy when I told her I didn't have to work all week. I am a heavy equipment mechanic and unfortunately, I end up working a lot of hours. Lisa had a three-day vacation planned with her sisters at Lake Wenona. They usually rent cabins and the families spend three days swimming, hiking, and having fun around the campfire. I had already told the wife that I wouldn't be able to make it and she seemed to understand. It was the middle of the week. I make good money, especially on the overtime. I missed most of these outings so I was really glad when I could get some time off.
"Hi honey. Good news. I'll be able to go along with you guys this time."
"That's great Bob. I am sure the kids will appreciate it and you will have some fun too."
"If it is ok with you, I am going to take the dirt bike along. There are some designated trails up there that I would like to try. I'll only do it if you are ok with it. I don't want to cause any problems."
"That's good. There is a lot of mountain at Lake Wenona and you should get in some good rides. Enjoy yourself."
Lisa was preparing supper while I went out to get the dirt bike ready. It wasn't really an off-road bike. It was a two stroke that was street legal but could be used off-road if you didn't get nutty about it.
I didn't have too many chances to use it around home.
Supper was ready at about the time I got done. We usually ate together every night. Lisa and I had been married twelve years. We had three children; Tammy was eleven, Josh was eight, and Terry was seven. We had a nice little frame house with a big mortgage and things were going great for the Connor family.
After supper was cleaned up, the kids settled in for some TV and I grabbed a shower. Lisa was finishing something up on the computer when I popped in to get out my trail maps. I noticed that she quickly deleted something and logged off when I came into the room. I made out like I didn't see it, while I rummaged through the closet. She smiled and left the room, so I quietly hit the shutdown cancel button. After making sure she was downstairs, I opened her mail. There was nothing in the inbox, and if there was, I was sure she would have deleted it. I went to the deleted mail just in case. Lisa was a very cautious person, especially when it came to her e-mails. I never questioned her about it. She usually double-deleted everything. There was never any record of any incoming or outgoing mail of hers. This time, however, she had been in a hurry, and I noticed she had deleted the file but had not deleted the deleted file. There it was.
"Change in plans. Bob will be coming up with the family. You can still come, but I will have Karen put you in the last cabin. We should be able to have time together because he will be riding his motorcycle. See yah. LC"
The message went to dthompson at zebra.net
This was not good. Who the hell was D Thompson and why was he coming to our family gathering? What did Lisa's sister, Karen, have to do with setting this up?
Lisa was washing some clothes that the kids wanted to take along for the outing, so I pulled her high school yearbook off the shelf. It didn't take me long to locate Don Thompson. There was even a picture of Lisa and Don together at the prom.
I was never a very clever guy and I was never a very suspicious guy. I guess I should have been. I assumed our whole marriage was fine. I met Lisa about two years after she had graduated from high school. I was three years older than her and had a good job. After going out for about six months, I asked her to marry me, and she accepted. Now, I was wondering why? If she was going with this guy in high school and she was still seeing him, why the hell did she marry me? I made a good living, even thought I was never very ambitious. I worked hard for my family. I could care less for myself. I always figured it was worth it for them, but now I wasn't sure.
I never liked kids, but I loved my kids. I would do anything for them simply because they were mine. I was a very protective father. It was going to be an interesting weekend.
The kids wasted no time getting down to the lake. I ended up unloading everything, including the motorbike. Lisa's sister Kathy was there with her four kids. The youngest sister, Cora, was divorced and had three little ones. Kathy's husband, George, didn't make it. It looked like I was going to be the odd man out for the weekend, except for the extra guy who was going to be in the end cabin. After getting settled in I noticed a dark green Durango parked by the last cabin.
We all had a quick lunch and I announced I was going for a ride. I had the bike all ready and grabbed the video camera before leaving. The bike was a noisy little sucker and I was sure that Lisa was counting on that, so she could be assured I didn't sneak back. I went about a quarter mile, let the bike idle for a while, and then shut it down. It only took about ten minutes to walk back to the campgrounds. The three sisters were sitting around the picnic table chatting while the kids were scattered all over the place. About that time, a tall good looking fellow, who I assumed drove a Dodge Durango, came over to the table. All the girls greeted him warmly. After about ten minutes, he got up and walked off. He went around the cabins and over toward the changing rooms. I started to work my way over, when I saw Lisa leaving the table and coming our way. Don entered the back way of the ladies side so no one would notice, and Lisa followed in a little while. I quietly entered the other side and turned the video camera on. I didn't even take the lens cap off because there was nothing to see. I worked my way over to the adjoining wall and could hear them talking.
"I am really sorry Don, I had no idea Bob would be coming today. I'll try to make it up to you. He will probably be running around on his motorcycle most of the time, so all we have to do is watch out for the kids."
"It's Okay Lisa. I understand. I am a little disappointed, but I am sure it will be great regardless."
"They are going to have a little sing-a-long thing tonight by the cabins. I will sneak down to the lake and we can have a swim together like old times. Kathy will see to it that Bob is kept occupied."
"I don't know if I can wait that long."
"Silly boy. Lets see, I think I can take care of you a little bit so you can make it till dark."
I could hear the sound of a zipper and some clothes being removed. As Don started to moan it was evident that he was getting a blowjob from my wife. I listened carefully and could hear her slurping and humming as she worked on him. Finally, he started to moan and breath a little faster. After a few coughs and the sound of spitting, Lisa started to giggle.
"Ok, Don, that should hold you until tonight. I have to get back to my sisters."
I sat there stunned. I was heartbroken, but what the hell did I expect. I was sneaking around, trying to catch her, and I did. I guess I was disappointed that it happened at all, but I knew it was going to. I stayed in the bathhouse another ten minutes after they left, trying to figure out what to do. It was depressing as hell and I hated being depressed. I didn't get any video but I did get ten minutes of good audio on the camera.
I walked back to the bike and then took off on a long, rough ride. I needed something to cool me off. It would be so easy to confront Lisa and have it out, but it was just not my style. Actually, I didn't have a style. I was just non-confrontational about most problems. For twelve years I thought I had a great marriage, and now I find out I was just a provider for my wife and kids, a necessary convenience.
I spent the better part of the afternoon surveying the area around the beach. There was a long grassy slope going down to the water's edge. The beach was narrow with rocks and woods on the sides. There was a fire pit in the middle, about fifty feet from the beach. Lisa, Kathy, and Cora had taken the kids on a hike up to a local waterfall. I took the time to collect and arrange a lot of wood in the fire pit. I put kindling on the bottom and carefully stacked up some nice, dry logs on the side. I found some cardboard that I was able to layer on the bottom to help in starting. There were not many people at the site, so I didn't draw any attention. I didn't notice Don anywhere.
When everybody got back from the hike, I took Josh and Terry out into the woods and we cut about twenty nice roasting sticks for marshmallows. I told them to keep it a secret for tonight. They were excited about it. I gave Tammy two big bags of marshmallows, and again explained what we were going to do.
Evening came and everybody was gathered around the picnic area. We had a good supper and the kids were winding down for the day. Kathy was being very chatty and sticking close to me. She was asking me to help her to do frivolous little things and being extra friendly. I kept an eye on Lisa, but tried not to be too obvious. Finally, the sun was down and there was only a slight bit of moonlight. There was an ongoing argument as to what we were going to do the rest of the evening and it looked like ghost stories was winning by a slight margin. All of a sudden I noticed that Lisa was gone and Kathy was very close by my side. I got a very detailed explanation about how Kathy's husband, George, was redoing their kitchen. She was making a great effort to keep me interested, but my mind was elsewhere. I finally excused myself to go to the cabin for the video camera. Since it was in the opposite direction from the lake, Kathy did not seem too concerned.
It was too dark to take any video, so I didn't bother to get the camera. I grabbed two cans of charcoal lighter and some wooden matches. By going behind the cabins, I was able to dash down the slope to the beach without Kathy seeing me.
There was just enough moonlight to keep me from killing myself. As I got closer, I got quieter. I could make out two figures in the water. On the grassy area near the beach was a blanket. Lisa and Don had left their clothing and underwear on the blanket along with two towels. I carefully lifted all four corners of the blanket and walked over to the fire pit. I emptied one can of charcoal lighter on the wood, and then placed the blanket on top, and added lighter fluid. With a quick flick, I threw the barnburner on the pile of combustibles and jumped back. I was still too slow. I singed my eyebrows and the hair on my arm when the pile of wood erupted in flames.
That was the signal. Tammy and Josh jumped up and started yelling. "Marshmallow roast. Everybody to the bonfire."
All the kids started running down the hill to the fire pit. I looked over to the water and saw Lisa. The light from the fire was reflecting from Lisa and Don's eyes as they stared at the hoard descending on them. I could see Kathy at the top of the hill looking like the world was going to come to an end.
The kids were quickly spread around the fire. Josh handed out sticks and Tammy had the marshmallows. Lisa was trying to hide along the side of the dock as I slowly walked out. I looked over at her lover.
"Hi Don. I'm Bob, Lisa's husband. Nice to finally meet you."
He seemed flustered and didn't say anything.
"Lisa, can I help you up the ladder so you can join your children around the campfire?"
"No, damn it. Just go over to the blanket and get our towels."
"Sorry honey. I'm afraid I used the blanket, towels, and clothing to start the fire. Great fire, isn't it?"
"No, Bob no. Why the hell did you do that? How are we going to get out of the water?"
"I am sure Kathy will be more than happy to help you. I am going home."
Kathy passed me on the dock as I was leaving. I went up the hill and no one even noticed me going. I got my jacket and the videotape out of the cabin. Using the valve stem tool from the dirt bike tool bag, I removed the four valve stems from Lisa's SUV. She would not be able to get them fixed until the next day. I took a pair of pliers and tried to open the petcock on Don's Durango but couldn't budge it. I ended up hitting it three times until it just broke off. The Dodge wasn't locked so I reached inside and took his registration out of the glove box. I realized that Lisa could just take one of her sisters' cars, but I figured she would wait to get her own.
I turned my cell phone off and left the campsite on the dirt bike for the highway. It was a long way on an uncomfortable vehicle. I didn't get very far because I had to stop and refuel the sucker, as well as mix the gas and oil. At least it was late and the roads were not too crowded. I leveled it out and started to knock off the miles. A green Durango passed me at a good clip and I noticed some white vapors coming from underneath it. About ten miles further down the road, it was pulled over. Don Thompson was leaning under the hood trying to figure out what the problem was. I went flying by unnoticed and headed for the next gas station. A bigger gas tank would have helped.
I grabbed a cup of coffee after filling up and pulled the Durango registration out of my pocket. Don lived in Pottsville, which meant I could cut over right now and be there in less than an hour. Of course, after I got there I had to find the address. That took another hour. He lived in a modest frame house, just south of town. I couldn't tell if he owned it or rented it. Anyhow I figured he wouldn't be home for a while so I broke a kitchen door window and let myself in. Don had a little computer area set up in his bedroom. I found a nut driver in the desk drawer and took the side off the CPU. After removing the hard drive, I looked around for anything else that might be interesting. There was a CD album type book on the corner of the desk that contained about twenty discs. I grabbed it and the hard drive and left. Less than two hours later, including another gas stop, and I was home.
It was at a time like this that I was glad my pick up had a king cab. I was able to get my clothes, PC, and some household items behind the seat. I gathered up a bunch of personal papers and documents and went to a motel on the other side of town. It was three AM. I had to get a little shuteye because tomorrow would be a busy day.
As tired as I was, I was still up early. It took me a while to tap into Don's hard drive, but I eventually got it. Don appeared to have saved all the e-mails that he and Lisa had written to each other. Most of them were saved in his documents file, but a lot were still in his mail. I started to read them but didn't have that much time. It would have taken me the whole day to read them all. I glanced at a few here and there to get an idea what was going on. They were definitely having sex but the e-mails were not filthy. I didn't find anyplace where they said anything derogatory about me. On the contrary there were several remarks made that indicated just the opposite. Lisa had commented on the great job I did putting in new kitchen cabinets and Don replied that he wished he were as handy as I was. It was a little odd. Here were two people that were cheating on me, but were not dumping on me in any way. I was confused.
The CD's were another confusing story. There were no pornographic pictures. There were lots of pictures of them together doing all sorts of things but not a thing that was dirty.In one set of pictures, her hair was dark and short. That was when she was carrying Tammy. The next set it was auburn, when she was having Josh and then long and dark when she was pregnant with Terry. On all the pictures, Don was beaming like a proud father. That really hurt.
It was time to get going. I made the usual rounds. First, I closed all the bank accounts and credit cards. I quit my job and collected all my vacation pay and sick leave. I cashed in my life insurance policies and canceled the cell phone services. I made arrangements to have the utilities turned off at the end of the week. I was sure that I was going to miss something but I did the best I could. I stopped by the family doctors office and had a nurse take a DNA swab with instructions to send the results to my lawyer. Then I went by the lawyers' office and filled out the papers for the divorce. I told Seymour to give her nothing and offer child support only if the DNA showed them to be mine. At this point I held out little hope. I left two thousand dollars in the checking account for Lisa and her kids. I said she could have the house, but had to make the payments herself. I left two signed power of attorney forms in case he needed them. I signed one form to help her sell the house.
Yuba City was a long way from Reading. I had enough money to support myself for a long time but knew I had to start working to keep from going nuts. I felt pretty certain that I left a few messes behind, including a breaking and entering charge in Schuylkill County. I had no idea what things I had skipped out on at home that I was legally responsible for, and didn't care too much. I also wasn't very clever when it came laying low. My car registration, driver license and insurance would be good for a while but eventually I would have to get myself updated and run the risk of being discovered. Bank accounts and employment could also trigger problems.
Every morning gangs of men looking for day work would be gathered on certain key corners. Potential employers would drive by and pick out the ones they wanted, paying them straight cash on an independent contractor basis. No SSN were required, and no forms needed to be filled out. A day of hard work was rewarded with some untraceable cold cash. I didn't mind the work or the poor pay, but I found that I was unhappy not being able to talk to my fellow workers. I started to pick up a little Spanish and things got better.
I ended up being a regular pick by the Sutter Nut Growers foreman. They grew walnuts, almonds, hazelnuts and pistachios. The work was demanding and did not require me to use too many brain cells. I slept well at night.
After about a month, I borrowed a cell phone from one of the supervisors and called my lawyer. He had served Lisa with the papers. She did not want anything from me but was insisting on some support for the children. She hadn't provided him with any DNA test results. I told him that I would not pay any support for somebody else's kids. Her parents and sisters were helping her with expenses until she could get a job. She had put the house on the market. If everything went Okay, the divorce would be final in four months. Don Thompson had not turned a report into the Schuylkill Country police. I guess I didn't have to hide any more.
I spent my evenings reading the e-mails and looking at the CD pictures. About four years ago, Lisa and Kathy took a weekend cruise to Nassau. Lisa spent the cruise with Don Thompson and Kathy was with another fellow, not George, her husband. I was able to find out from the e-mails that his name was Richard Witt. It was not a pleasant set of pictures to look at. From the pictures, it became apparent that Lisa and Don shared a cabin. I had loved Lisa and would do anything for her. I had a hard time accepting all the new information that I was finding. How could I have been so stupid?
Sutter Nut Growers had two big tree shakers. One of them was broken since I started working there and today the second one broke. The company had to get a service man to come up from Sacramento to fix them. They were going to cut the workday short and send everybody home so I ask the supervisor if I could look at it. It only took about an hour for me to get it up and running. All my amigos were happy because they got to finish out the work shift. I spent the rest of the day working on the second shaker, and finally got it running at about seven that night. Everyone else had left earlier, so the supervisor, John Forman, offered to give me a ride home. On the way to the house, he offered me a regular full time job as an equipment repairman, which I immediately took.



About a month later, I came home from work and found a Budget rental car in my driveway. George Mitchell, Kathy's husband had found me. He was sitting on the front porch and gave me a half smile as I walked up to the house. I wasn't real happy to see him but tried to be congenial.
"How long have you been waiting, George?"
"About two hours. I could use a cold beer if you have any."
I got us both a Fosters and we sat down at opposite sides of the Formica kitchen table.
"What would be important enough for you to fly almost three thousand miles to see me, George?"
"Lisa asked me to come and her parents sprang for the cost of the tickets."
"Okay, let's get started. First of all, what are you trying to accomplish?"
"I spent the whole flight out here trying to come up with the right way to approach this. Let me tell you something not too many people know about concerning Kathy and I."
"Does it concern Richard Witt?"
"Yes. I guess it wasn't as big a secret as we hoped."
I just smiled.
"Bob, all three of the Spencer girls, Lisa, Kathy, and Cora, wanted big families. It was important to them and it was very important to their parents. We were married two years and had no luck. The test showed that the problem was mine. I was shooting blanks and Kathy was fine. We didn't want to adopt and we couldn't afford the artificial procedures. It took a long time, but we finally agreed that we would try and find someone else to get Kathy pregnant. I realize that it sounds bizarre, but we gave it a lot of thought. Richard was a friend from high school. Kathy had dated him and had sex with him prior to meeting me. He was one of the ushers at our wedding. I liked Richard, so Kathy and I met with him to explain the problem. He was reluctant at first and only agreed to do it with some concessions."
"Concessions?"
"Richard said he would get Kathy pregnant as many times as we wanted but he wanted to be able to get together with her once a month and one weekend a year. On those terms he was willing to help until he found a wife of his own. All four of our kids are Richards. About three years ago, I was best man at his wedding and he has not seen Kathy since."
"Just how does that relate to Lisa and me?"
"The same, but different."
"I assume you are going to explain that."
"Lisa and Don Thompson had been sweethearts since junior high school. They had their whole life together planned out except for one problem. Don had a water skiing accident right after they finished high school. He could still have sex, but could not father any children. Lisa was devastated. The most important thing in her life was going to be her children. Don convinced Lisa that she should marry so that she could have her family and that they would remain close friends."
"You mean fuck buddies?"
"That's a crude way to put it, Bob, but I guess the answer is, yes."
I was listening very closely to what George was saying. Some of it sounded like the truth but most of it was bullshit. I decided to let him talk some more.
"Lisa finally agreed to it, but asked Don to find her a husband. He didn't want anyone in the Pottsville area so he looked up a friend he had in Reading, David Lippmann. I believe you worked on some of David's fuel oil trucks."
"Yah, Dave seemed to be an all right fellow."
"Well, they narrowed the search down to three guys and Lisa picked you. She pursued you, got you to marry her, and let you think it was your idea. You gave her a good home and a happy marriage along with three beautiful kids. She tried to be a loving wife to you while still maintaining a relationship with Don. As the years went by she grew closer to you and was seeing less and less of Don. She and Kathy both tried to fix Don up with other girls but he loved Lisa and wanted to keep his relationship with her."
George reached into his coat pocket and slid an envelope across the table. Inside was a DNA report. The letterhead read 'Schuylkill Scientific Labs'. I was expecting a form of some type but this was just an official looking letter that stated that I was the biological father of our three children. I looked at the report and looked at George. He said nothing.
"Is that it George?"
"Well. Lisa broke off all contact with Don right after you left. She made the decision that it was better for her and the children. She hoped that with Don out of her life for good, you would reconsider the divorce and come home."
I got two more beers. I didn't say anything, but just sat there and stared at the paper. I couldn't believe that this guy had taken a plane all the way across the county to feed me this bullshit. There might have been a small piece of the truth somewhere, but I couldn't pick it out. I never did understand why Lisa married me and even after listening to George's crap, it wasn't any clearer.
"What time is your plane back, George?"
"I have to be at the Sacramento terminal by eight. I'll have just enough time to drive down there and get the rental car checked back in."
"I really appreciate you coming all the way out here to explain things to me George. You probably could have done it on the phone but I guess being face to face is more effective."
"Is there anything you want me to tell Lisa or the kids when I get back home? I know she is hoping for some good news. She was really devastated when you left."
"I can't think of anything right now. Give them my best and tell them I'll be thinking about them."
I walked George to the car. I could tell he was hoping for a little more reaction than he got. It was an interesting story, especially when he started off by making a confession of his own relationship with Kathy. If everything he said was true, then I might want to reconsider the divorce, but there were too many holes. I felt a lot of affection for Lisa. We had a lot of great years together and I always considered us to be a team. Her apparent betrayal left me heartbroken. I would like to mend it if I could. I was looking for more information and more answers and I wanted them to explain and improve things. I still couldn't believe that George flew all the way out here for a thirty-minute conversation.
The next day I called my lawyer.
"Seymour, this is Bob Connor out in California."
"I don't hear from you often enough Bob. What do you need?"
"First of all, did you ever get any official results back on the DNA paternity tests?"
"Bob, I didn't get a thing. I asked Lisa three different times and she promised each time but I still have nothing. I told her I would pay for the testing, but I don't think it made a difference."
"Lisa's brother-in-law gave me a letter from the Schuylkill Scientific Labs in Pottsville that indicates that I am the father. Did you give them anything from my tests that they could use as a standard?"
"Never heard of the lab and I still have your results here in the office. I never gave them out to anyone. Unless they did their own DNA test on your hair or fingernails, I have no idea what they were testing against. I'll look into it. Anything else?"
"Do you have anyone who could check out a guy named Don Thompson that lives in Pottsville? I can't help thinking that knowing something about him could be important. I realize that the divorce is almost final and I don't want to screw things up, but if I can stop myself from making a mistake, I want to."
"That should be no problem."
"Do I owe you any money?"
"There is still a nice buffer in your account. I'll let you know if you get close."
About a week later, Seymour called and told me that Schuylkill Scientific Labs was a fake DNA facility and had been shut down by the state. He also let me know that Don Thompson made it through high school by the skin of his teeth. He was not too bright and had a hard time holding a job. He had just been fired from his last position as a fuel truck driver and was having trouble finding anything else in the Pottsville area. He was reported to be a nice person, but just not too intelligent.
That evening when I came home from work, Tammy, Josh, and Terry came running up to the truck. They were all over me as I tried to make my way to the front porch, where their mother was waiting.
"To what do I owe this pleasure?"
"I felt that the children should be with their father and since you would not come back to Pennsylvania, I decided to bring them here. I have already rented a place across the river in Marysville."
"Why don't I send out for pizza and we can get settled down?"
The kids spent the next hour telling me about their trip across country. They didn't stop much on the trip, but saw a lot of new and exciting things anyhow. Lisa was quiet and just let the little ones ramble on.
I turned on the TV for them and they started to unwind slowly.
Lisa and I cleaned up after the haphazard meal.
"Bob, I am sorry for the way things worked out. I was hoping that George could explain it to you, but apparently he didn't do too good of a job. The day after you found Don and me together, I broke it off with him. It was stupid for me to keep the relationship going as long as it did. I knew, for several years now, that our marriage was more important to me that my friendship with Don. We were together for so long and we were so close, that it was hard to sever the ties. I am sorry if that sounds stupid, but I don't know how else to explain it. I haven't seen Don since that day at camp and have no intention of seeing him again. I hope you can realize that it is you that I love and want to spend the rest of my life with. You are the father of my children and I want you to help raise them."
"I don't know what to say Lisa. You caught me by surprise. There are a lot of things I don't understand and maybe don't want to. It is nice to see the kids again and I hope I can help you with them. Right now, I don't feel comfortable enough to want to start up a relationship but I am open to working on it."
"That's Okay. I understand your reluctance. I have a restaurant job lined up that I start next week in Marysville. I'll have to work evenings and weekends. I would appreciate it if you could watch the kids, when I am working, until I can get something set up."
"That's sounds good to me. Are you going to drop them off or do you want me to pick them up?"
"I'll drop them here and pick them up after I am done. I just hope it won't be too much of an imposition."
The arrangement seemed to work out fine. Needless to say on the first day I took DNA mouth swabs from each of the children and immediately mailed them to Seymour. Tammy was opening up a little bit more than normal and seemed to be concerned about the relationship between Lisa and I. I didn't want to get the kids involved in this mess and tried not to even mention anything about the divorce.
A letter arrived from George and inside was a newspaper clipping and a note that just said: FYI. The clipping was a picture of Don wearing a soldier uniform. He had finished basic training and was being sent to Bosnia for two years. I called Tammy over.
"Do you know this man?" I said, while I pointed to the picture.
"Sure. That's Uncle Don, but we are not supposed to talk to you about him."
"Do you see Uncle Don a lot?"
"We used to, but we could never tell you that we did, or mom would get mad."
"Did you see him since I left?"
"Yes."
"Where?"
"Mostly we would see him at Chucky Cheese or someplace like that. Mom and him would talk while we played the machines and stuff."
"Did he ever stay at the house?"
"Only once. That was a week before we left, the day before he went to join the army."
"Tell me about it."
"Okay, but I am not supposed to. He came to the house in a cab. He told mom he had enlisted in the army and that he was leaving the next morning for Philadelphia. Mom started crying and hugging him. She was saying all sorts of mushy stuff. Josh, Terry, and I went in and watched TV while mom and him talked. She was crying a lot and saying things that I couldn't understand. We all went to bed and they were still talking. I came down in the middle of the night to get a drink and he was not on the couch. The next morning I looked out the window and he was getting in a cab. Mom was still crying. That afternoon she told us we were going to California to see you. Don't tell mom that I told you this, or she will get real mad at me."
"Did you mother cry when I left?"
"No."
Things were starting to fall into place. I don't think the newspaper clipping achieved the results that George was hoping for. I was looking forward to some way of getting back together with Lisa, but now I had doubts. I would have loved to confront her with all the information I had and let her explain some things, but I couldn't force myself to do it. I guess I was too much of a coward to start an argument about fidelity with a woman that I loved. I had no reason to believe that Tammy had lied to me, but what she told me contradicted what George and Lisa both had said. It seemed pretty obvious who was lying. I did what cowards always do.
I was sitting in the Seattle airport when my cell phone rang.
"Dad, This is Tammy. Where are you?"
"I am in the Seattle airport, sweetie."
"When are you coming home?"
"Not for about ten months. I had to sign a contract to get this job and I will be busy for a long time."
"Mom is really mad at me for telling you about Uncle Don. We are leaving to go back to Reading as soon as she gets her final paycheck from the restaurant. I think she is mad at you too."
"Tammy, I am sorry if I got you in any trouble with your mother. Just remember, you didn't do anything wrong. None of this is your fault and don't forget that."
"I am going to miss you. Josh and Terry will too. I am sorry you had to go, but I think I understand."
"I love you honey, and tell Josh and Terry I love them too."
I called Seymour after Tammy hung up. The DNA results were back. None of the kids were mine. It was another lie from George and Lisa. The divorce would be final in two weeks. I told Seymour that I would be sending support money for the kids as long as there were no further problems. He agreed to handle it for me.
It is cold as hell in Prudhoe Bay but at least the knife wound in my back is healing.
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The Alternative
Just Get on the Tug, Doug!
"Do you want to talk about it?"
"No. Not really."
My wife Connie was just returning from her weekend with her lover. It started six months ago. At first, she would use a cover story about going to spent time with her mother, but in the last few months, she just left with no explanation at all. I was a bit too trusting so I wasn't able to figure out what was going on for quite a while.
Calvin Bostic was a friend of my wife's before I met her. After going together for several years, he decided to join the Air Force and left Connie behind. I picked her up on the rebound, married her and we had two kids. Life was great for twenty-three years and then it wasn't.
Our son Robert had a job with the post office in Baltimore and our daughter Dawn married and moved to Allentown. I had anticipated that life would get better as empty nesters, but I was wrong.
I work for my Uncle Simon driving a gravel truck. It is hard work but pays well. We drive two late-model cars and have no credit card bills. We were planning to do some renovations on the house, even though it was underwater.
When things started to get testy at home, I decided to do a little investigating.
Connie's mother lived in Pottsville, but Connie was staying with Calvin in Frackville. Frackville isn't that big, so I had no trouble at all finding his house. It was a small rental in the older part of town. I stopped and talked with my mother-in-law and discovered that Connie had not been by in several weeks and when she did stop in, it was just for an hour or so.
oo00oo
"When were you going to tell me about your weekends with Calvin?"
Connie set her overnight bag down and plopped onto the sofa. I couldn't tell if she was relieved or aggravated. "Calvin retired from the Air Force last March and rented a house in Frackville. He got my phone number from my sister and we have been getting together to reminisce about old times."
"All weekend?"
"Doug, Calvin and I had been lovers way before we were married. We have a connection. There is a compatibility and intimacy that you are I never had. It just feels natural to be with him."
"What you are saying is that the two of you are soul mates."
"Yes. I know it is a cliche, but it is true."
"And what about us? For twenty-three years, what kind of relationship did we have?"
"I am sorry, Doug. We all have to make choices in life. When you can't get what you want, you have to select an alternative. When Calvin left, you were my alternative."
"Twenty-three years and two kids and I was just an alternative?"
"Damn it, Doug! Don't be so dramatic. I was a good wife and a good mother. Now I want a little me-time."
Things were quiet for a few moments.
"Does he know you are married?"
"Yes, and he understands. He knows that he was wrong leaving like he did and he regrets it. He realizes that marrying you was something that I had to do and he forgives me for it."
"What! He forgives you for marrying me. Are you nuts?"
"Doug. Relax. Why are you getting so upset?"
"I am just a bit curious Connie; why didn't you just move in with him?"
"He is having some legal problems right now. His ex-wife is suing for divorce and is demanding forty-eight percent of his Air Force retirement pay. He figures it is better if we keep our relationship low key."
"Is he working?"
"He is still transitioning. There is not much call for ground equipment technicians in the area, and he wants to stay here."
"So Connie. What are your plans?"
"I don't know! I don't know! I don't want to talk about this anymore."
I watched my wife pick up her overnight bag and go to the bedroom. I spent the night in the living room on the recliner.
@@@@@
On Monday morning, after Connie went to work, I finalizing everything. I started with banking and insurance. Closing accounts and canceling policies gave me a good jump on my exit bankroll. I had a thirty thousand dollar pre-approved home improvement loan. My fifty-seven Chevy brought me almost twenty grand. I had another use for my Harley Fat boy. I paid the penalty and cashed in my IRA. There were four CDs in the safety deposit box. Unfortunately, Uncle Simon did not have a retirement plan for me to draw on. I was planning a surprise six-month cruise for our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. Connie didn't know that I had been paying into it for six years. That was another thirty thousand dollars into the kitty. I had no trouble finding a buyer for my Snap-On tools. I cashed in my Krugerrands.
@@@@@
The Riverside Public Housing project looked the same as it did twenty-five years ago. Hector Cordetti, however, did not look the same. Hector and I grew up together. His mother was Dominican and his father was Italian. He was bigger, hairier, and uglier than I remembered him. It was a great reunion. We finished off a six-pack and I gave him a photo and all of the information I had on Calvin Bostic. His eyes lit up when I laid the title and keys to the Fat Boy in front of him.
"Doug, it is too much. You don't have to bribe me for a favor. We know each other too well. I can do what you want for nothing."
"That's not the point. I am leaving town and I need to find a home for it. You were the first guy I thought of. Use it, take care of it, and if you still have it when I return, you can give it back to me. In the meantime, if you need money or something, just sell the damn thing. Make it easy on your self."
"Okay! So I rough this guy up a bit and put him in the hospital. Is that it? What if he doesn't get the message?"
"I'd say wait a couple of months and if he is still hooking up with Connie, pay him another visit. After two trips to the emergency room, he should get the point. The arrogant son-of-a-bitch does need an attitude adjustment."
"When do you want it done?"
"Wait for about two weeks."
"And then what?"
"I will be long gone; no phone, no mail, and no contact. Maybe I'll send you a Christmas card." It was good that we finished the beer, or I would have stayed all night.
@@@@@
Connie was not home when I got there. I was planning on traveling light because my future living arrangements would be tight. Connie got her life long wish, so I was going to get mine also; a Nordic Tug 26. All men have dreams or aspirations. Mine was pretty simple, but until now, unattainable. There was no way in hell I was going to be able to convince her to live on a boat. Now, I didn't have to worry about it. The hardest part was finding one that I could afford to buy and still be able to live on it. The internet is a great place to shop.
My son Robert had just got home from work when I arrived. He seemed surprised to see me, so I assumed that he hadn't talked to his mother recently. I gave him a quick rundown of the situation being very careful not to bad mouth Connie, but still telling him everything. He was not happy of course but understood. Robert was going to keep a few things safe for me while I was traveling, like my birth certificate and DD214. He also agreed to function as a discrete contact point if I needed anything. I signed the truck title over to him and told him where to pick it up in Annapolis. He was still single but had a steady girlfriend who he claimed had marriage potential. I spent the night there and we both left at the same time in the morning. I thought it was funny that my phone was on the whole time, but I never got a call from my wife.
An hour later I was having breakfast in Annapolis, before heading to the marina.
We spent the morning taking care of business. After lunch, I got a complete checkout on all operational and safety systems. I was glad that I got my Coast Guard BS&S certification earlier. Using the Yanmar service manual and the marina service technician, I was able to put together an assortment of spare parts and additional tools that I might need. I had no intentions of becoming a qualified marine mechanic, I just wanted to know enough to get me to the next service facility if necessary. I got a complete set of ICW charts as well as listings of all the marinas on the east and gulf coasts. One set for my kindle and one set spiral bound. The ladies in the marina office were more than happy to help me outfit my new kitchen and pantry.
One small indulgence that I allowed myself was to get a small solar panel kit and a complete boat LCD lighting package. I felt that I could work on it at my leisure during slow days.
Everything went smoothly. Robert's girlfriend drove him to the marina that evening. I gave them a tour of the tug and we had supper together. He drove the truck home with him. I was officially unencumbered.
Early the next morning I quietly left the marina with seventy-five gallons of fuel and fifty gallons of water. I had no plan and no destination. I had enough money to last me a year if I didn't waste it on fuel. Any serious mechanical problems would probably break me. I had no choice other than to go ahead with my fingers crossed.
For the next two weeks, I familiarized myself with my new toy. I figured out how to get the best fuel consumption. I got comfortable with the instrumentation and electronics. Most of the marinas and waterfront restaurants had free WiFi. I downloaded a ton of books to my kindle and also completed several more of the Coast Guard courses, including the ones on safety and weather. I made a note to see about getting an onboard internet system in the future. I wasn't particularly going anywhere, but I found myself slowly moving South. It was getting close to the time for me to start my trip. I was a bit anxious but also a little cautious. I had no experience, but I had nothing to lose. Go for it!
I quickly found out that eating at the marinas or waterfront food places would put a big dent in my readies. I was going to have to learn some proper onboard cooking techniques and tricks. I downloaded a few more books.
There was one section of the trip that looked as if it might be a problem with my limited fuel supply. I picked up a collapsible fuel bladder just in case I might need it. I stocked up the pantry.
I had my nifty little solar panel system hooked up with a small, tucked away, lawn mower battery. It provided LCD lighting all over the boat and even gave me a nice little charging station for my phone and kindle.
@@@@@
I was leaving Honga River, headed toward Bloodworth island when I spotted a young girl waving her arms frantically. She was standing in the back of a large white yacht that appeared to have run aground into the shrubby shoreline. Only the rear half of the boat was visible in the fading daylight. As I got closer I noticed that it was a large Chris Craft yacht. Other than the awkward position it was in, it seemed to be in pristine shape. There were no running lights on, or signs of life, other than the girl waving her arms. I had forgotten about her for the moment as I got more interested in the boat.
"Hello! Can't you help me out?" She was not as young as I originally thought. Probably the late twenties and wearing what looked like a cocktail dress.
"Would you like me to radio or call for hell?"
"Heavens no! Whatever you do, don't call anyone."
"Can I take you somewhere?" By this time the tug had drifted up to the side of the Chris Craft. I cut the motor and tied on.
"Yes, in a minute, but I have to do something first."
"Did you run out of fuel?"
"Maybe. I don't know. It just stopped running and drifted into the trees."
"Where were you going?"
"Nowhere in particular. Why all the questions?"
"Just curious. What is it you need to do?"
"Do you have any gas?"
"Gasoline won't do you any good. It runs on diesel."
"I know that. Do you have any or not?"
I grabbed a two-gallon can of non-leaded from the rear storage and handed it over the rails to her.
She disappeared to the front of the boat and was back a few seconds later pouring the gas as she walked. I had a pretty good idea now what she was going to do, so I discretely loosened the tether line. She handed the empty can back as well as the flare gun kit from the helm. Holding her clutch, she straddled the rails and jumped on to the tug.
"Permission to come aboard, Sir?" I couldn't help smiling at macabre humor.
As I cast off the line and started the engine, she opened the flare kit. I was backing the tug away, as she loaded and fired directly into the rear of the boat. Amazingly, she got a direct hit the first time.
There was no great explosion. It was sort of a slow-motion fire spreading from the stern to the prow. We were about a hundred feet away when it became completely engulfed in flames. A short while later, there were two muffled detonations followed by a lot of smoke. By that time, night was setting in, and it was hard to see anything.
"Hi! My name is Skye. What's yours?"
@@@@@
Ten minutes later, after a brief introductory conversation, my new shipmate was fast asleep. While I was chatting away, she was drifting off. That was okay because I had to concentrate a bit trying to get back to the main channel. I had no idea what was going on, but I felt it might be important to put some distance between us and the smoldering hulk that was once a pristine cabin cruiser.
Cruising at night is very relaxing even though you do have to pay a bit more attention to what you are doing. I was a little keyed up at the time because of the circumstances, so the quiet time was relaxing, but not sleep-inducing. I was able to throw a light blanket over my guest without waking her. She was not properly dressed for the situation.
As the sun was coming up I found a nice quiet place to pull off of the channel. As sooner had the coffee started perking, my guest stuck her head in the hatch.
"Good morning, Doug. Sorry for dozing off last night. The coffee smells great. Where the hell are we? Where is the bathroom?" It appeared that she liked to chit-chat.
I tossed her a tee shirt and a pair of sweat pants. Under the circumstances, it was the best that I could do. Five minutes later we were both comfortably settled on deck with a steaming brew. The shirt was a little big on her, but the sweats, that were too long, seemed to fit her hips pretty well.
"Well, Miss Skye. Would you mind telling me what the hell is going on or is it none of my business?"
"It's Mrs, actually. Mrs. Daniel Cordell. I have only been married six weeks and it looks like it is over already."
"I take it that that boat you left behind belonged to your husband?"
"Yes. It was a glorious sight wasn't it?"
"I imagine that you had a pretty good reason for doing what you did."
"Absolutely."
The channel traffic was slow, but it was pleasant just sitting quietly watching the ships go by. I refilled both of the mugs and we sat for another few minutes without saying anything. I wanted to know more, but I didn't want to appear to be too nosy. I decided to let things unravel on their own.
"Doug. Do you mind if I call my father? I don't want him to worry about me."
"No problem. I have some maintenance things to do. Take your time."
Of course, most of the things that I had to do were a bit superficial. I did figure out exactly where we were and updated my fuel and water logs. It was a good twenty minutes later when my uninvited guest popped her head up.
"Doug. If you are not too busy, my father would like to have a word with you. Do you mind?" She handed the cell to me and ducked back down below.
"Hello." A quite clever opening, I thought.
"Mister Martin, my name is Franklin Graves. I am of course Skye's father. My daughter has gotten herself into a little jam and I need to ask you a small favor."
"Go on."
"Would you be able to keep my little girl on board for a few days until I can straighten out some things? I will, of course, see to it that you are adequately compensated for the inconvenience."
"I am afraid that I have a very small boat, Mister Graves. I don't think that she will be very comfortable."
" I don't want her to be comfortable, I want her to be safe."
"Safe? You don't even know me. How can leaving your daughter with a stranger be considered safe?"
"It is the best alternative that I have. And besides, it is her idea, not mine."
"Sorry. Not going to happen. I'll take her as far as Yorktown. Make some arrangements to have her picked up there."
"I'll call you back later this evening. Let me speak to Skye again please."
I spent the next hour trying to figure out why the name Franklin Graves sounded familiar, while my stowaway figured out how to use the compact shower. Of course, she used way too much water. I would have to talk to her about that.
I was wondering what was taking her so long when she yelled up to me. "Doug. Brunch is ready."
I wasn't expecting anything so I was pleasantly surprised to see a plate of hot scrambled eggs and spam. I was amazed that she was able to find her way around the galley so easily. It was pretty good.
We didn't say much while we were eating. After a quick cleanup, we went back to the cockpit and settled down again with some fresh coffee.
"Why did you turn my father down, Doug? Very few people say 'no' to my father."
"Your father doesn't know me and I don't know you. I didn't feel comfortable with what he was proposing. I'd prefer to just drop you off someplace rather than get involved in something that is not my business."
"My father said the same thing, but I told him that I felt safe with you and would prefer to stay with you if it was possible."
"Why would you say something like that?"
"I am a good judge of character."
"Okay. Tell me about your husband."
"Daniel was my father's choice. It was a mistake. I told my father it was a mistake and he didn't listen to me. Now I got myself in a bind and the only way out is to ask my father for help. Doug, I make a lot of mistakes. I hate to have to go to my father again. It is not fair for him. He tried his best to raise me to be responsible and I keep letting him down. I need help, but right now I also have to get out of this stupid situation."
I pulled in all the lines and went to the helm. Five minutes later we were heading south at a leisurely pace. I got back into the channel and relaxed a bit, while Skye sat quietly in the cockpit. Two hours later I heard her cell chirp again. She handed it to me.
"Okay, Mister Martin. I have no reason not to trust you with my daughter anymore. It took a couple of hours, but you checked out pretty well. Sorry about your marital problems, but it appears that you are handling it well. Can you be in Yorktown by tomorrow?"
It took a while to absorb what he was saying. I am not stupid or slow, but I am a bit cautious.
"Mister Martin? Are you there, Mister Martin?"
"Yeah! I am still here. I just need a moment to think this all through."
"Take your time. Do you think you can be in Yorktown tomorrow?" If so, tie up at the Wormley Creek Marina. I will have someone meet you there."
"If someone is going to meet us there, why can't she just leave with them? I don't quite understand."
"Mister Martin, I assume you are on a planned trip down the coast. I don't want to disrupt your trip, but I would like you to take Skye with you for a week or so. Think of it as an interesting diversion."
"Mister Graves, I am not equipped for a guest and your daughter does not have the clothing or personal belongings for such a trip."
"That will all be taken care of tomorrow. Don't worry about it. Can I talk to my daughter please?"
ooo00ooo
It was almost noon when we tied up at the Wormley Creek Marina. Our arrival was anticipated by a middle-aged man in a suit and a twentyish looking female who appeared to be wearing some type of athletic clothing. Skye waved at the couple as we debarked. It was obvious that she knew the lady well. We joined them at an outside table overlooking the docks.



"Mister Graves, my name is Marshall and this Miss Templeton. We will try and make our meeting as brief as possible."
"Why. I have all the time in the world. You don't have to rush on my account. Can I get a cold beer?" I noticed that Skye sort of snickered when I said that.
He opened the briefcase on the chair beside him and drew out several manila folders. I groaned a little when I saw them and he noticed.
"Sorry, Mister Graves. Just some minor formalities."
"I am afraid that I have to interrupt briefly." Miss Templeton announced. "Skye and I have some things to take care of. We will be back in about an hour. Have fun, have lunch. We'll see you shortly. Take your time." Marshall seemed a bit flustered by her frivolousness, but I found it refreshing.
Marshall covered a hell of a lot of crap in the next thirty minutes. New cell phones, special credit cards, and a nice little wad of cash. I balked a little when he presented the medical power of attorney forms. Since she was only going to be with me for a week or so I didn't see the necessity of it. He emphasized that it was just a precaution and nothing to worry about. This was getting pretty deep and I was starting to worry. With an exasperated sigh, I insisted on another beer and some lunch. He agreed. I found it very odd that I did not get any backstory or information about the situation other than what I already knew.
Skye was an unhappy newlywed who had an argument with her husband and decided to run away from home. In the process of doing it, she successfully destroyed a half-million-dollar boat and though nothing of it. Now her daddy wanted me to babysit her for what appears to be an indefinite period. I knew nothing about this girl, other than that she was a spoiled brat. Only a fool would even consider doing it.
Marshall and I had finished our lunch and a few more brews when the girls returned. They had armloads of what I assumed to be appropriate clothing and quickly started stowing them in the cabin. That was when things got serious. In addition to the unlimited credit cards, Marshall revealed the amount of money that her father was willing to pay for my services and even had a special bank account set up in my name. A deposit would be made monthly as long as I was with her.
What the hell happened to 'a week or so'? Overnight somebody, not me, decided that this arrangement would be long-range and did not even think that was important enough to discuss with me. Naturally, I was pissed off. Before I could properly vent my anger, Marshall showed me a copy of the first bank deposit. The amount was staggering, to say the least. As mad as I was I could not refuse.
"Mister Marshall, I don't want to sound unappreciative, but could you give me an idea of how long we are talking about?" He just shrugged his shoulders.
Marshall and Miss Templeton left shortly thereafter. I thought it was funny when Marshall stuck me with the lunch and bar bill. Hell, I had so much money now, I didn't care.
I got ready to cast off and looked over at my new ward. "Lucy! You got a lot of explaining to do." She giggled at my bad Desi Arnez accent.
ooo00ooo
We left the marina and headed South to the channel, found a nice quiet cove and settled in for the rest of the day. Neither of us was hungry so we just snacked and sipped beer.
Skye's family was filthy rich from real estate developments. Very old money and lots of it. Her husband, Daniel, came from new money, mostly Wall Street. She didn't know too much about what his family did, but she did know that his family was wealthier than her father. She didn't know him that well and it was almost an arranged marriage. I gave her a funny look when she said that and she gave me a groan in return.
Skye had only been married for six weeks when her husband decided that it would a nice gesture to share his wife with a few of his fraternity brothers. He decided that the Chris Craft would be a good venue for his party. Things didn't go as well as he planned. Her father was in the process of getting the marriage annulled.
She found out from Miss Templeton that Daniel was furious. Not only had she embarrassed him in front of his fraternity brothers, but the yacht was the pride of the family and he lost it. The family was mad at Daniel and his friends were laughing at him. He publicly swore revenge at all costs, and that was why her father was as concerned as he was. It was not known what type of revenge he envisioned, but her father did not want to chance anything.
Things had gotten a bit cramped on the tug. A new body and a whole bunch of new clothing made a dent in the available storage space. What was once a comfortable place to live, now became less so. Skye had some boating experience as she was growing up, so she was not completely useless. Together we figured out the easiest and best way to get things done. I was amazed at how well we worked together. She readily assumed the tasks related to keeping the tug clean and neat while I concentrated on the mechanical and operation problems. She enjoyed planning meals and cooking. We set up a regular schedule for shopping and having laundry done at our refueling stations. Normally I would not have spent the money on laundry service, this was no longer normal, so we splurged.
We were not covering many miles, but we were having a good time and enjoying the trip. I was living in the moment and enjoying it. All thoughts of my previous problems were rapidly fading. And then I made the mistake of deciding to call my son.
"Robert! It's dad. I just thought that I would let you know my status and see how things were going back home."
"About time. It's been almost three months. What the hell have you been doing?"
"Just cruzin and snoozin. Everything is perfect at my end. What is happening in Pennsylvania?"
"For starters, mom is pissed off. You cleaned things out and set her up pretty good before you left. She called here several times and finally stopped when I convinced her that we had no idea where you were. She does know about the boat, however. There were some documents and papers inadvertently mailed to the old address and she put two and two together pretty quickly."
"It was bound to come out sooner or later. What is she doing about it?"
"Don't know. She and the bank have been going at it though. It seems that between the mortgage and the home improvement loan there is no way that she can keep up the payments. Hell, she can't even afford to pay the utility bills."
"What is she going to do?"
"She got a job at Target, but it doesn't pay enough and it is not even forty hours. She has been selling off stuff to make ends meet. Of course, your stuff went first. I should have grabbed those SnapOn tools, but I was too late."
"I figured her new boyfriend would be helping her out."
"That's a joke. From what I can figure out, even with his pension he doesn't have enough to keep himself going, let alone her. Speaking about good old Calvin, he is really pissed off at you. If fact, I think he is trying to find you. Mom mentioned the word 'retribution'."
"Oh crap! I hadn't thought about that. He was supposed to be remorseful, not vengeful."
"If you are referring to the visit that Hector paid to him, I don't think it worked out as you guys had planned. Have you talked to Hector?"
"No. What the hell are you talking about? Hector was just going to rough him up a bit."
"Sorry dad, but it didn't end up that way. It seems that Calvin was a black belt is some type of martial arts technique. I assume that Hector didn't know that and Calvin ended up beating the shit out of him. Hector was lucky to get out of there with his skin."
"Well, I hadn't planned on that happening."
"Anyhow that is why Calvin is trying to find you. According to mom he is mad as hell and is going to make you pay dearly. I think he is trying to track your phone."
"I keep it turned off most of the time. Thanks for the update. I'll call you back in about two weeks. In the meantime, don't worry about me I am fine."
I terminated the call and saw that Skye was sitting and smiling at me. It was then, that I realized that I hadn't mentioned that I had a shipmate to my son.
"Gee Doug! It looks like we have two pissed off guys trying to track us down."
"Daniel too?"
"According to my dad, Daniel has taken an extended leave from work and is bound and determined to track me down and make me pay for my disrespect of him and his family."
"What the hell does his family have to do with it?"
"Daniel feels that by destroying the Cordell yacht, I have insulted both him and his family. He has to get some sort of vengeance to save face. My dad is trying to find out more, but Daniel has disappeared."
"Is Daniel prone to violence?"
"He has been arrested at least three times, that I know of for assault, but his dad had all of the complaints taken care of before they went to trial."
"I feel like somebody just hung a target on both of our necks."
"Doug, I would enjoy a cold beer and a hot pizza tonight. Are we close to anywhere?"
Ten minutes later we were underway. The pizza sounded good, but the beer sounded better.
000X000
After living together in close quarters for several months, Skye and I had gotten a lot closer. It was a platonic relationship, but we were both comfortable with it. A fifteen-year difference in ages has a way of calming down a lot of healthy sexual urges. Oddly, the problem was never discussed. We just took our day to day companionship to be normal. We enjoyed our evening beers but never overindulged. It was more like a father-daughter relationship. I don't think either one of us considered it to be more than that.
I was uncomfortable knowing that two men were trying to find us. Both of them seemed to have serious grievances or at least thought they did. I was at a loss as to what to do but felt that I had to do something.
I made the first call to Skye's ex-husband. The annulment went through a month ago.
"Daniel! How is it going? This is Doug. The guy who took your wife from you."
There was a quick string of expletives followed by a short question. "Where are you, you miserable son-of-a-bitch? I am going to find you sooner or later."
"Relax Danny. I decided that it was time for us to meet. How soon can you get to Savannah?"
"Tomorrow. Is that soon enough for you?"
"I was thinking Saturday morning. That will give you a couple of days to get ready. I'll call tomorrow and let you know the time and place."
"I'll be waiting."
I didn't bother to sign off; I just canceled the call.
"You're not going to meet him, are you? The man is mad and he is dangerous. He will probably bring a gun." Skye was seriously concerned and I was moved.
"I am working on it. Let me check on somethings and then make another call."
A quick internet search gave me the information that I needed. Now to finish my plan. It wasn't hard to get Calvin's cell number.
"Calvin, my friend. This is Doug Graves. I got a new pair of dancing shoes and I am dying to try them out. Are you interested?"
"You know damn well I am. Where the hell are you? You won't get away this time."
"I am not trying to getaway. We need to talk. It appears that you need an attitude adjustment and I am the man to do it."
"Your friend Hector tried that. How did that work out for him?"
"Can you be in Savannah by Saturday morning?"
"I am halfway there now."
"Alright. Meet me at 10:00 am in the food court at the Fairway Mall. Come alone and most importantly, wear a red MAGA cap."
"What is it with the stupid cap?"
"That's the deal. You wear the cap and I'll show up. No cap and you will never see me. If I am going to kick ass, I want to make sure it is the right one."
"You are a funny man. I will be there. You had better show."
Skye was giggling like crazy when I finished the call. "You silly old man. You don't know any Karate stuff, do you? You are going to get creamed."
I just laughed and shrugged my shoulders. We relaxed, looked at the sunset and shared a beer. Life was good. I made one more call before we hit the sack.
"Danny boy, It's Doug. I just thought I would give you a call to set up our meeting."
"It's Daniel, you ass wipe. Nobody calls me Danny. I am getting close to the Georgia line. Where are we meeting?"
"I will meet you Friday at 10;00 am in the food court of the Fairway Mall. I will be wearing a red MAGA cap and I will have my dancing shoes on."
"Why do I care about your shoes?"
"Because I will be kicking your puny little ass."
I didn't hear the rest because I turned the phone off. All I did hear was Skye giggling again. She sure did giggle a lot.
A few hours later we were safely berthed at the Freeport Marina. We took care of all of our normal maintenance stuff and had a great crab cake dinner. The skies were a bit ominous so I was glad that we had reached a safe harbor. By the time we made it back to the boat The squall line was almost upon us. We quickly double-checked all of our mooring lines and made sure everything was secured before we locked up for the night. I was still using the main berth and Skye had been using one of the galley cots. A few hours later, the storm hit with a fury. The mix of lightning, thunder, and wind were a bit much for my stowaway and I found her pushing her way into the bed with me. Neither of us said anything. The storm was gone by morning and Skye was still sleeping softly aside me. I quietly got up, leaving her there. A half-hour or so later, she came topside for some fresh coffee. Nothing was said about the evening sleeping arrangements.
Since it was Friday we decided to walk to 'The Breakfast Club' for brunch. There was a short wait, but we were able to get a nice seat close to the TV at the end of the counter. It was just about 1030 when the local news stations broke in with an announcement.
"There was a shooting this morning at the Fairway Mall. An unidentified man wearing a red MAGA hat was gunned down in the mall food court for no apparent reason. The shooter refused to drop his weapon and he was then shot by the mall security police. Both men were pronounced dead at the scene. Authorities are attempting to identify them and determine the motive for the confrontation."
It was a serious newscast and I had to quickly pay our bill so we could get out of the restaurant. Skye had a hard time holding back.
"You devious dirty son-of-a-bitch. You planned that all along didn't you?" She was giggling again.
"Of course not? How could you think such a thing?"
We spent the rest of the day relaxing and finishing off all the beer that we had. We slept together again that night, but nothing happened between us. Early the next morning The tug was heading South while Skye was still sleeping.
That afternoon I decided to call Robert and check the status of things at home. After a few minutes of greeting chit-chat, I had to ask the important question: "How is your mother doing?"
"She is mad as hell. Nothing seems to be going right for her. She can't pay her bills and apparently, she hasn't seen her boyfriend in over a week. He told her he had some business to attend to, and just took off. She has finally made a deal with the bank; they are going to take the house back. On an up note; she signed and returned the divorce agreement. She seemed happy with that."
"What divorce agreement?"
"You didn't file for divorce?"
"Hell no! Where and when would I have been able to do that? I have no idea what you are talking about."
"All I know Is that a guy came to the house with all the papers and a check for twenty thousand dollars. She signed the papers, grabbed the check and scooted him out the door. She thought that you had filed."
Robert and I talked for a few more minutes about other things. He and his girlfriend were thinking about a Christmas wedding and wanted to know if I would be able to attend. I assured him that I would make every attempt and at the last moment ask him to make it a plus one. I didn't know how long I would be with Skye, but just in case I wanted to be covered. Of course, I refused to answer any other questions that that statement generated. I never did comment about my wife's missing boyfriend. I terminated the call just as Skye staggered topside. She needed coffee badly.
We spent two days in Jacksonville. Skye was able to find out that her father had arranged for my divorce. When I questioned her about why he would do such a thing, she said because she asked him to. I had a hell of a lot of questions about the legality of the whole thing but decided not to bring them up. I also had a lot of questions about why she would do what she did. There was never anything romantic between us. I had been extremely careful not to even cross that line in any fashion. Before I knew it she trapped me with that old cliché conversation. Did I think she was pretty? Did I think she was too young for me? Was I too old for her? Was I ashamed to be seen with her? It went on and on. It seems that in the past couple of months that she had grown fond of me. Of course, I was completely taken with her, but never even considered pursuing it any further because of the age difference.
For some reason, we had completely avoided any conversation of this nature before. Now I felt uncomfortable. That night I slept in the galley.
I had the coffee started when she came up in the morning. She did not look well-rested.
"Doug, I am sorry for making such a mess of everything. I thought that we were getting along pretty well and I was hoping that if I nudged things a bit that we could get a little closer. I guess I overstepped a bit."
"I need to talk to your Dad."
"Oh crap! You're going to dump me, aren't you? I tried Doug. I really tried. Isn't there some way we could figure out how I could stay?"
"That's not it Skye. I don't want you to go. I just don't know how I can continue living on board with you without getting too involved. I enjoy your company. I enjoy being with you."
"It's the age thing isn't it?"
I shrugged my shoulders and nodded in the affirmative.
"We already have gone further than I feel comfortable with. I am starting to feel like a dirty old man taking advantage of an innocent young girl. I don't want to feel that way and I don't want your father looking at me that way."
"Doug, why do you think my father agreed to hurry up your divorce?"
"I wanted to ask you about that. Why did he even do it at all."
"I sort of asked him if he could help in some way. I thought it would be important to you. I didn't know that he actually did anything until you mentioned it. I was hoping that you would feel less guilty about our relationship if the divorce went through. I think my father wants us to stay together."
"Why? I am way too old for you. You need a young, virile, healthy guy, not an old worn-out codger."
"I think he is looking for a way out. I have been an undisciplined brat my whole life. I did nothing but cause grief for my father. He feels responsible for me, but I think he would rather pass the baton, so to speak, to somebody else. He thought that Daniel would be able to tame me a bit, but he was wrong. By the way, Daniel was his choice, not mine."
"He has never even met me."
Skye pulled the English muffins out of the toaster oven. We sat for a few minutes while
we watched the peanut butter melt into the hot nooks and crannies. The sky was clear and it was going to be a beautiful day. Everything was at peace.
"I never tried to tame you."
000000
It only took ten minutes for Skye's father to eliminate all my concerns about our relationship. He was enthusiastically relieved that I would even consider wanting to stay with her. Things seemed to be falling in place that I had not even planned for.



The tug continued South at a nice steady pace. A bit more open water that I liked, but the little toot handled it well. Skye and I finally got to consummate our relationship in the biblical sense. I was amazed at my ability to hold up to the onslaught. Luckily things leveled off a bit after three days, but she never let it rest completely.
Robert told me that Connie had found out what happened to Calvin and she was devastated. Under the circumstances, she realized that the money that she got from the divorce settlement would not last long. Since the divorce was not yet final, she was hoping to get some changes made. Thankfully, she still had no idea where I was or how to get in touch with me. My plan to leave was working better than I had anticipated.
Skye and I were in no hurry to get anyplace, but we did get a text message from her father telling us to meet him in Fort Lauderdale the next Saturday. He even included GPS coordinates. We had plenty of time so we didn't have to rush. I tried to find some clothes that I felt would be good enough to meet Skye's father and discovered that most of my original things no longer fit. It seems that over the last few months I lost quite a bit of weight. I was wearing shorts and swimming trunks with elastic waistbands most of the time, so I didn't notice the difference. We made a quick stop at Delray Beach and Skye had a great time picking out everything that I might need. Of course, she got a few new things for herself also.
We planned everything to the button and arrived at our destination right on time. My dockside lunch with Franklin Graves went far better than I had anticipated. Not only did he seem genuinely happy to meet me, but he was also greatly appreciative that I was able to form a bond with his daughter. All my anxieties were unmerited. Skye was surprisingly quiet and stayed close to my side. After lunch, he insisted that we take a walk through the marina. The chit chat was light and casual, but I had the feeling that he had a specific destination in mind.
"Doug, what do you think of this one?"
We were standing in front of a brand new Nordic Tug 44. Everything about it was perfect. He was grinning like a cat as I checked it all out from the dock. Skye was holding my hand, as I wandered toward the stern. Unlike my tug, this one had a name. I smiled and she squeezed my hand like crazy. We both stood looking at the Old English script across the back.
'The Alternative'
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My name is John Turlock. I am an oilman. Actually, I am THE OILMAN. I work oil refineries, pipelines, tankers, oil and gas wells, and my favorites, platforms. I am the best in the business. I am in demand and I am proud of my work. I have a master's degree in petroleum engineering from Texas A & M. Because of my knowledge and experience, I now have more money than I could ever spend in a lifetime. No brag, just fact. I can fix anything and I can do anything, or so I thought.
About sixteen years ago I was finishing up a batch of safety audits on some offshore oil platforms near Mobile Bay. One night, I was unwinding with a group of the guys at an oyster bar near Bayou La Batre, south of Mobile. It was a rowdy bunch in a rowdy bar. We were putting down long necks almost as fast as we were slurping the oysters. I found myself looking across the room at the women who was shucking the bivalves. She was popping them suckers open like a machine. Just watching her work was mesmerizing. When she reached down and picked up a 65-pound sack of oysters with one hand and dumped them on the shucking table, I was hooked.
She was definitely ethnic. Her long black hair was tied back with a red, checkered bandana. Her eyes were dark and deep-set under eyebrows that had never been plucked. Her nose was large and had a bump in the middle, that you seldom see on women. She had a large mouth and thin lips that fit the rest of her face perfectly. I have seen and been with a lot of ladies from all over the world but this was the first one that I ever wanted to possess as my own. Her hands were hard and calloused and reflected years of work. She was not a pretty, young girl. She was a hard woman and fit to be the wife of a hard man.
"Hey John, what the hell are you staring at man?"
"Nothing. I was just watching that girl shuck oysters. I can't take my eyes off her."
"Hey fellows, John is checking out Marie." That was followed by a bunch of hoots and catcalls. Marie looked across the room at the ruckus. I was caught off guard and was just a little embarrassed.
From the other side of the bar, another of my recent workmates yelled over. "You must have a death wish John."
I rapidly tried to save face by ordering another round of drinks for the crew. We spent another hour sucking beers and oysters, but I caught myself sneaking peeks at Marie every chance I got. Bill Connor was watching me look at her and finally leaned over to me.
"John, she is bad news. If you want to date her you have to get her brother's permission. It has never happened. Do you see that guy over by the bar with John Deere cap?"
"Yes, so what?"
"Last year he decided to get permission to date Marie. He drove over to Slidell to see the brothers. There are three of them: Clyde, Claude, and Clarence. They beat the shit out of him, drove him back here, and dumped him on the porch. He couldn't work for a week. Hasn't talked or even looked at Marie since."
"What the hell is so special about her?"
"You tell me, you are the one who has been checking her out all night."
"Bill, she is absolutely fascinating. If I don't get to spend some time with her I know I will regret it my whole life."
"It's your funeral."
A short while later I got up and ambled over to the John Deere cap. "Can I buy you a drink?"
"What? Are you gay or something?"
"No. No way. Just wanted to ask you about your experience with Marie's brothers."
"It was a bad experience. I wanted to take Marie out and she explained I had to ask permission. My work takes me over that way so I decided to stop and see her brothers. They lived on a bayou, south of Slidell. All three of them were skinny and wiry. There was not an ounce of fat on the bunch. They had a good time laughing at me and making remarks that I couldn't understand. The oldest, I think his name was Clarence, told me I had to whoop each of them in order to take Marie out. If I wanted to marry her, I had to beat them all at the same time. It was a game to them."
"Sounds a little crazy to me."
"It was. They weren't normal. I took the first one down pretty quickly. I was hurting but was able to hold off the second one. Clarence was left and he beat the shit out of me. He was a kickboxer and I was not expecting a boot to the mouth. By the time I recovered from that he was all over me. The son of a bitch broke my jaw with the kick and a couple of ribs for good measure."
"That hurts just thinking about it. Any suggestions?"
"Yeah, don't go."
" I love a challenge."
"Well if you insist. I'd say take out Clarence first and watch out for his feet. Whatever you do, don't fight fair."
"Thanks." I laid a twenty on the bar for his tab the rest of the night.
Marie stopped shucking and came around to the counter when I walked up. She had a half-smile, half-smirk on her face. I just stood and looked at her. She was more mysterious closeup and I was sure I was making the right decision. Her rubber apron was wet with oyster juice and bits of shell. As she dried her hands on a towel, she looked up at me without saying anything. The sweat was glistening on her face and arms.
"You need to be married. Where can I find your brothers?"
"Four miles south of Slidell on highway 11. Look for a sign on the right to Beaudreau's Landing. They are at the end of the road."
"Thank you. We will be getting married tomorrow at noon. Be ready. I will pick you up here."
"How will I know you were there?"
"You tell me."
"Bring back my brother Clarence's leather hat."
As I turned to go she added. "If you can't handle them, you can't handle me."
I threw a couple of twenties on the table and said good night to the guys. I got a couple of verbal jabs from them on the way to the door. I turned and looked at her one more time before leaving. She yelled across the room. "I will come to see you in the hospital."
Damn, I loved that woman.
It took me two hours to find the landing. The brothers came down off the porch to greet me. I recognized Clarence by the tattered leather hat. He looked like a Crocodile Dundee want to be. He asked me what I wanted as I walked up to them. I told him I wanted his hat. As he looked over at his brothers and laughed, my boot slammed into his nuts. I grabbed his hat, as he went down, and put it on my head. Clyde and Claude both came at me, and both went down with one blow.
Three hours later Marie and I were married. She wore a white cotton dress and I wore a leather hat. I had my own Cajun Queen. The sex was great and continued to be great throughout our marriage. We both seemed to be happy with each other. The more time I was with her, the more I loved her.
Marie and I build a home just outside of Reading. It was large and expensive. The kitchen was her pride and joy. It had tile floors and all stainless steel commercial appliances. In the center of the kitchen was a heavy wooden harvest table. Life was good, with a few exceptions: I was gone too often on jobs and we had no children yet. Finally, Timothy came, and later, Mark and Robert. We had three fine boys and Marie was happy.
Marie worked for a short time after we were married, not because we needed the money but because she wanted something to do while I was wandering around the world. I would be away for months at a time doing various jobs relating to my field. There was always more work than I could handle and it was always far away. She continued to work after Timothy was born but quit when Mark came. She was doing a good job raising them. Unfortunately, I wasn't doing as good a job as a father. Marie never complained.
The boys were six, eight, and ten. For some reason, I decided that we should all get complete physicals and make sure all of our medical histories were up to date. Marie did not seem excited about the plan but seemed forced to go along with it. I didn't understand, but just to make things easier, I suggested that she get her exam first and the boys and I would get ours the next day. Two days later the doctor called and ask me to come in to go over the examination results. Marie insisted that I go alone and stated that she would be happy with any decisions that I might have to make.
Ooo00ooo
"John, It looks like all good news." Donald Curry had been our family doctor since we moved to Reading. He also delivered all three of the boys.
"Good to hear."
"I won't get into Marie's results unless you feel it is necessary. Let me just say that she is in fine health and has no immediate problems or pending problems to worry about."
"That's fine Doc. I have no intention of getting into her personal stuff."
"Both her file and your file is pretty complete. The only thing I would like to get is more information about the medical history of the boys' biological fathers. It would us a better point of reference if anything came up in the future,"
I sat there quietly for a few moments. I was trying to digest what he just said to me and didn't know exactly how to respond.
"Could you repeat that, please?"
"I am sorry, John, for not being clear enough. I just feel that if we could get some background information on the fathers, it would give us a database in case anything happened in the future. I just need your permission to request the data."
"I am a bit confused here Doctor. Are you telling me that I am not the father of my sons?" I watched as he got a surprised look on his face and seemed to squirm a bit in his chair. He rifled through his files a bit before slowly looking up at me.
"You didn't know, did you, John?"
I didn't answer him. I just slumped down in my chair and stared across the room at one of those stupid medical charts that hung on the office walls. It was a passionate moment. I didn't know if I wanted to cry or get raging mad. The overwhelming emotion seemed to be disappointment if you can call that emotion.
"Doc! Let me get back to you on that. I have a few things to work out. "
As I stood up I could tell that he was worried. It appears that everyone knew that I was not the father of the boys except me. I was on unfamiliar ground. I didn't know what to do. That was a feeling that I did not get very often. As I was leaving, I turned one last time.
"Doc. You said, fathers. Is there more than one?"
"John, each of your sons has a different biological father."
I sighed, nodded, and left for home.
OooOOOooo
She was sitting at the kitchen table when I got home She knew! I figured Doc Curry gave here a wake-up call after I left. I don't blame him. It was probably a good idea. I grabbed a longneck and plopped down across from her.
"Go ahead. I'm listening."
"I was worried." she started, " It was three years and I was still not pregnant. I knew how bad you wanted children so I went in and had myself checked; several times. Each time they told me that I was fine. I couldn't ask you to have yourself checked so I got a sample, don't ask, and took it in myself. You are sterile, John. Not weak! Not a low sperm count! Sterile!"
It was a shocking revelation, but somehow it made sense. At least I now had a reason.
"There were alternatives, John. We could adopt or consider artificial insemination. Both choices would force me to tell you the bad news. I was afraid that it would crush you, ruin your spirit, or possibly cause you to leave me. I couldn't take the chance. I guess that is when I made the mistake."
I got up and got another beer. "Just what was 'the mistake'?
"Timothy's father was 'the mistake'. Let me get to that last. It's a bit complicated."
"Okay! Start with Robert."
"I need a beer." I waited a few moments until she got settled.
"You were in Samoa. I didn't even know they had oil in Samoa. Anyhow, the washing machine was acting up so I called for a plumber.
Bob Monsano had a private business in Boyertown. He looked and acted just like you. He even had a similar manner of speaking. He was tall strong and confident. After he fixed the washer, I asked him to have some coffee and I started to chat him up. Two hours later he had me bent over the washing machine. We never even got undressed. Three days later you were home and three weeks later I found out I was pregnant.
"I guess I will have to pay mister Monsano a visit."
"Don't bother. Robert died in a three-car accident on the Schuylkill Expressway four years ago."
"And you named the kid Robert after him. How appropriate."
"It wasn't a dig at you. It just seemed to make things easier in my head. This wasn't an easy thing for me to do. It is not in my nature to tease or seduce men. I wasn't very good at it, but I did get the job done. You were so happy with Timothy and said several times that he should have a brother. This was a chance and I took it."
"Do you want to tell me about Mark's father?" I got us a couple more Fosters.
"I met Mark Langford at the DMV. You were in Holland doing something with Union Oil. Mark and I started Chatting while we were waiting in line. He was renewing his driver's license before deploying to Iraq. We ended up having lunch at the Peanut Bar and I end up getting screwed in the men's room. You would have liked him. He was tall, very muscular, and funny. I told him what I wanted and he agreed to do it. There was no seduction involved by either of us. It was almost like a business deal. I did buy him lunch."
"So Mark is named after his father also." She didn't respond to the obvious dig.
"Mark did not return from Iraq. They had a service for him at Indian Town Gap. I almost went, but changed my mind at the last minute."
We both sat silent for what seemed like a few minutes but was probably only a few seconds.
"Okay, now tell me about Timothy's father and why he was a mistake."
"When I first decided that I was going to do this, I had no plan of attack. I actually went out looking for somebody who looked like you. I had no idea what I was doing or how I was going to handle it. Of course, all of this had to be planned around your work schedules. I found Timothy at the Leesport Farmers Market. He had a stand selling model trains and accessories. I wasn't interested in the trains but he looked and acted so much like you that I was mesmerized. As I said, I had no idea what I was doing. To make a long story short, I started to date him. I didn't wear my wedding rings. The more time I spent with him the more time I wanted to spend with him."
"Marie, I don't think I like where this going."
"I know. I didn't think you would. That is why I saved it until last."
"Go on. We have to get this done before the kids get home from school."
"John, you were strong, intelligent, successful, and bigger than life. You were, are still are, a man above most men. Timothy is just the opposite. He is sensitive and understanding. He is easy to talk to and always ready to listen."
"Are you saying that you prefer him to me?"
"No John. Never. The two of you are different. Both of you are perfect in your way. The big difference is that you are my husband. The man that I betrothed myself to. The fact that I had to break my vows to give you the children that you wanted is tearing me apart. I was hoping that it would make you happy and proud. I am sorry things fell apart."
"But you do feel for him?"
"Yes. I do."
"So what happened?"
"You were in Antarctica. It was a long trip but you were due to be home soon. I had been dating Timothy for several weeks. He was not a skilled seducer and I was not very good at it either. I finally was able to get him into bed at his apartment and have sex. It was awkward, to say the least. I think it was his first time, but I am not sure. I was hoping to get pregnant, so I decided that I would have to give it at least a couple of attempts. It was not a hard decision to make John, because I enjoyed being close to him. I know that that is not something that you want to hear, but I am trying to be honest with you."
"So what went wrong?"
"Timothy proposed to me. He bought a ring, that was entirely too expensive, and got down on his knee and did the formal movie type proposal. He was crushed when I said 'NO' and of course wanted to know why. When I told him I was already married, I thought he was going to cry. That was the last time I ever saw him. You came home a week later and I found out I was pregnant."
"Why did you say that this encounter was a mistake?"
"Because I got involved. I got too close to the baby daddy and let it get out of hand. I made sure that the next two were quick and dirty. Thankfully, both of them took the first attempt."
"Do you want me to talk to Timothy?"
"Heavens no! I crushed the poor man. He does not deserve any type of revenge on your part. If you feel the need, take it out on me. I am the one that cheated. I am the adulteress. I broke our vows. Do what you have to do to me, but do not take it out on Timothy."
I was sitting holding my empty bottle as Marie got up and went to the bedroom. I had two more longnecks and spent the night on my recliner.
I am the Oil Man! I can fix anything!
OooOOOooo
It was not hard to find out where Timothy McClure relocated to. I didn't say anything to Marie, but Saturday morning the boys and I took a short ride to Lancaster to the Steampunk Model Train Center. Timothy successfully moved his model train business and enhanced it with a steampunk flair. It wasn't a large endeavor but it was impressive. The boys were ecstatic. I spend the first ten minutes with the boys and then wandered up to the counter where Timothy, I assumed, sat.
"Hi! Nice place you have here. Are you the owner?"
"Timothy McClure. And you are?" He held out his hand.
"John. John Turlock." I wasn't sure if he would make a connection with Marie, so I just went with it.
"Are you just passing through?"
"No! We drove specifically to come here. You don't mind if we spend some time looking around do you?"
"Not at all. That is why I went to all the trouble to set this up. I would like to move to a bigger place, however."
We ended up with a couple of coffees and spent thirty minutes talking about insignificant things.
"Are you married, Timothy? Any kids yourself?"
"No, unfortunately. I got close once, but it didn't work out."
"No alternatives?"
"Never happen. I thought about it, but Marie was the only woman I would ever consider. Water under the bridge. I have to move on."
"I take that you like kids?"
"Absolutely! I would give anything for a brood as you have. You are a lucky man John."
I sat back in my chair and could not help smiling. I am the Oil Man. I can fix anything.
"Timothy. I am going to make you the deal of a lifetime."
oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo
It has been eighteen months since I left Reading. For the last three months, I have been freezing my ass off here at Prudhoe Bay. The best part of the day was the end of the shift in the rec hall. Who would have thought that cold beer would taste good in northern Alaska? I had my well head crew with me and we were celebrating the first crude from a new shaft. Three of the guys were from the old Bayou La Batre gang.
We were there about an hour when I noticed a very tall blonde amazon sitting down across the room. She was with an equally large blonde male companion. It is odd to see females working on the North Slope, especially females of her caliber. I couldn't take my eyes off of her. Even from across the room I could tell that her eyes were crystal blue. I watched as she reached up and unpinned her hair. The golden tresses fell as she shook her head from side to side to untangle it. She noticed that I was looking at her and gave me a small, wicked smile. It was like a dare.
"Rusty! Who the hell is that women that just came in? I never have seen her before."
"Her name is Izolda Sorokin. That is her brother Ratimir aside from her. They come over from Chukotka to take care of the earth moving."



"Damn he is a big sucker."
"This is their third tour here. Several of the guys had tried to hit on her, but it didn't turn out well. Ratimir doesn't speak much English but he does know how to convince the guys to let his sister alone."
"You mean physically?"
"Oh yeah! But it doesn't last long. He is not brutal, but he is quick.
"Maybe I should go talk to him?
"Oh no, John! Not again. The last time you pulled this shit, you ended up married. I remember Alabama."
"Well, I am not married anymore, Rusty. My final divorce papers came through last week. I am single again and on the prowl."
"Damn. I never thought that you would dump Marie. She was the best thing that ever happened to you. What the hell happened?"
"I didn't dump her, Rusty. It was a mutual agreement. I even set her up with her new husband."
"She's remarried already?"
"Next week. I just got an invitation to the wedding. I don't think I will be going, however."
"John, are you saying that you picked out her new husband for her?"
"Well, not exactly. He is a great guy, and I think everything will be good for them. Rusty, I was not cut out for married life and it was unfair to her and the boys. It was a tough decision, but I felt that I had to do the right thing."
"What does he do?"
"Well. Let us just say he is a railroad man. Now excuse me a minute I have to go talk to that Russian guy about his sister."
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The only good thing about being an empty-nester is that I can drink all the Black and Tan that I want without being harassed. I was expecting more. Both the kids were long gone and they had completely cut the apron cords. I figured that Norma and I would finally be able to relax and enjoy ourselves. It never happened.
I tried everything; flowers, candlelight dinners, nights out to the theater, and such. Nothing seemed to work. We still slept together, but there was very seldom any sex and what there was, was mediocre at best. I wasn't really looking for sex, but I was hoping for a bit of romance. I know that sounds silly coming from a man, but that was all I was looking for.
Now Norma wasn't mean or nasty. She didn't turn into a shrew or a disagreeable hag. She just wasn't interested. I was not looking forward to the next thirty years. I guess her job had a lot to do with it.
I was still working as a claims adjuster. It was a laid back job and I was able to handle it with no stress. Norma's job, however, was a bit more complicated. Norma worked as an editor for a textbook publisher in Baltimore. It was a two-hour drive from our house. She had been there for about five years, loved what she was doing and I assume she did it well. She never complained about the long drive or the separation. Yes; separation. She drove down to Baltimore on Monday and drove back Friday. I argued and argued that she could do everything that she was doing from home, but she insisted that she had to be there to do it right. I tried to convince her to give it up completely, but she refused. She claimed that she needed the stimulation that came with the work to keep her from going bonkers.
I always tried to have a nice supper ready when she got home Friday night. I was usually able to time it pretty well, but occasionally things got a bit out of kilter. I solved the problem with a smartphone location app. Now, I always knew when she left work and how close she was to getting home. It made meal preparation a lot easier. There was one small thing that confused me, however. The trip to Baltimore on Mondays always took about two hours. The trip back on Fridays, on the same route, usually took three hours.
I was interested, but not enough to confront her.
The next Friday I stayed close to the computer and monitored her trip a bit closer. Everything seemed fine until she got just East of York. She stopped. There was no movement for about fifty minutes, then it started again. The rest of the drive went as expected. I had the broiled salmon on the table just as she got home.
I didn't question her at all about the stop.
In all the years that Norma had been working away from home, I never had any reason to doubt her fidelity. Now I wasn't sure. If she had wanted to mess around it would have been easy for her to do it and I would never be the wiser. It didn't seem like something that she would do, however.
The next Friday I was waiting. When she stopped again in York I copied down the GPS coordinates. She stayed over an hour this time. We had baked Ziti for supper.
oooo000ooo
It took me an hour to get to the coordinates. There was a gas station, a veterinarian clinic, and an adult video store. I picked the most obvious.
It was just like all other adult stores; books, videos, toys, and magazines. The guy behind the elevated counter was also just what you would expect to see.
"Hi. I was wondering if you could help me out."
"Five dollar minimum." He didn't even lookup.
I gave him a ten and tried again. "A good friend of ours is having a birthday and we are looking for a place to bring him. We were hoping for a place that had some working glory holes. Are there any in the area that you might know about?"
"Are you a cop?"
"No! Why?"
"I had to ask." He shuffled a few papers around and then leaned over.
"We have two glory holes. The girls who work them do not work for us. They come here on there own. Of course, they don't have any posted times, but there are a few regulars who keep pretty steady hours."
"When would be a good time to bring him in?"
"There are two local ladies who come in every weekday from noon to 1 pm. I think it is their lunch hour. That's a joke."
I grimaced a bit at the humor.
"Most evenings from Seven to Ten there are a couple of girls here. Oh yeah, one of the favorites is an older lady who stops by every Friday between five and six. She doesn't say much and she is not very friendly, but gives a hell of a blow job."
That was interesting. "Okay. Thanks a lot. I think we will give it a try, maybe next Friday. I'll just keep these quarters until then."
I did a lot of thinking on the drive home. By the time I arrived, I was pissed. My social life and my sex life was in the dumps and she was giving free blow jobs to all comers. No telling what she was doing in Baltimore all week.
oooo000ooo
My parents had moved to Ocala about three years ago. Norma's father lived in Frackville, but her mother died from an aneurysm.
"Hey, Dave! This is John, your favorite son-in-law. How are you doing?"
"You're my only son-in-law, you idiot. I'm doing fine. Is something wrong down there?"
"No! Everything is good. If you are not busy Friday, I was wondering if you might want to go with me to the Harley plant down in York."
"Hell yeah! I always wanted to take that tour. Are you gonna pick me up or should I drive down there?"
"I'll pick you up, We will spend the day in York and then come here for supper with Norma Friday night."
"Sounds like a plan, John. I'll see you Friday."
oooo000ooo
The Harley tour was a big hit with Dave. He had two Harley's when he was younger, and spent the whole afternoon comparing the new ones with the ones he had. We stopped at the Steampunk Hobby Store and then hit the Galleria. I had to kill time until five o'clock. The food court was empty.
"Dave. Do you know what a glory hole is?"
"Damn straight I do! I've never been to one, but I watched a lot of videos."
"I thought that maybe we could stop at one before we started back home. We have about an hour to kill and there is one that I know of pretty close by."
"Do you think that there will be any girls there this time of day?"
"I am not sure, but I am willing to try. Are you in?"
"Yeah! Wait till the guys at the VFW hear about this."
I killed time until about 5:15. Norma's Civic was parked at the end of the building. I waved my roll of quarters at the cashier and he smiled and pointed us to booth four.
"Use either booth three or five and wait your turn. You won't be disappointed."
I gave Dave the roll of quarters and wandered around the store as he went into number five.
Twenty minutes later we were on our way home. I had to laugh at the big grin on my father-in-law's face. He had no idea.
While we were driving, I called Surin of Thailand and ordered a complete Thai meal to go. Forty minutes later Dave and I had the whole meal set out on the dining table waiting for Norma to come home.
About halfway through the meal, Norma couldn't contain herself anymore.
"Dad! What the hell is going on with you? You are grinning like a little kid. I haven't seen you act like this for years. What did you guys do to bring this all about? I am sure that a trip to the motorcycle plant wasn't that exciting."
"Sorry, Norma. I can't tell you. It is quite personal and nothing that a father would discuss with his daughter. Let's just say that I had a great time and it is all thanks to John."
We finished the meal with no further discussion on the matter. Dave decided that he would rather go home than stay overnight. As we were walking out the door, Norma stopped me.
"Where the hell did you take him?"
I leaned over and whispered in her ear. "I took him to a glory hole in York. He got his first blow job in five years."
As I closed the door, I could hear her retching in the hallway. I had a big grin on my face all the way to Frackville.
It was after ten when I got home. I slept on the recliner in the family room. I didn't want to disturb my wife.
Oooo000ooo
It was a quiet weekend. There were no confrontations or even conversations. I spent all day Saturday working on the yard and all day Sunday cleaning the garage. It is amazing how little jobs can be stretched out to take up a lot of time. Mealtimes were normal but quiet. I slept in the master bedroom, but there was no intimacy. We were not purposely doing this; it just seemed to happen.
Norma left for work Monday morning but came back that night. Her car was loaded up with all of her personal items and clothing that she had kept in Baltimore. I didn't ask, but she said she had quit her job. There was no further explanation or discussion. I didn't push it.
I signed up for online dating.



        

  
    Bird Watching Redux
  
  Bird Watching Redux

        A repost of a 2005 story.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/bird-watching-redux

Title: Bird Watching Redux

Author: PAPATOAD

Category: Loving Wives

Description: A repost of a 2005 story.

Tags: revenge, cheating, violence




This is a repost of a 2005 story.
Donna and I have been married for eight years. We graduated from college together and were wed within a year. We both had good jobs and we are putting as much money aside as we could for our first home. There are no children yet. I want them, but Donna just cannot get interested in being a mother in any sense of the word. That seemed to be the only contention in our marriage.
We had our first sex while we were in college and we were always open to trying new things. By new things, I mean within limits, nothing kinky or perverted. Our sex life was active and fairly constant, up to about four months ago.
What brought us together in college was bird watching. We both enjoyed being out in the open, looking for the elusive species that we hadn't seen yet. We met at an organized birding hike and found out that we enjoyed each other's company. It was nice having someone to go on outings with and it was great that we both liked the same thing.
Our first sex was in the woods and it turned out that that was Donna's favorite place to participate in carnal pleasures. She was an L.L.Bean or Lands End type of girl. Never wore fancy undergarments, preferring Haines Her Ways to Victoria's Secret. I thought she looked sexy when she strutted around in her cotton panties and sports bra. She had brown hair, shoulder-length, and had a dark, Mediterranean complexion. Her breasts were small, firm and perfectly round, with not a bit of sag. I had a feeling that one of the reasons she was not anxious to have children was because she was afraid of losing her beautiful boobs. Another of the things I liked about Donna was that she had a lot of thick, dark hair. She was hesitant about shaving the excess hair on her body because she was afraid it would grow back thicker. That was fine with me because I thought it added to her charm. I loved the women deeply.
I had been engrossed in my work for a while and I guess I was putting in too much overtime. Donna was getting home from her work a lot earlier than I was. She would change clothes and go to one of our favorite birding spots till the setting sun made it too dark to see. She always kept a log of the birds that she saw. Usually, there was nothing interesting or unusual but she felt it was important to keep good notes. She was almost obsessive about it. I got home after dark and usually fell asleep on the couch while we watched TV. I was just working too hard and was not being a good companion or husband.
After a few days without sex, I would expect her to get frisky. This wasn't happening. She seemed to be relieved that I was not trying to have any type of physical contact. That was when I started to worry.
I never played team sports when I was growing up. My parents tried to get me interested in all sorts of activities with other kids my age. The problem was I had a bad, bad temper. I would fly off the handle at the slightest provocation and would attack any kid who pissed me off. By the time I finished high school I had learned to keep it under control. My wife didn't know about the problem. It seemed like she never did anything to push me over the edge. I guess that is why I was attracted to her. My parents never said anything to her about it.
I rearranged my workload and schedule so that I would have more time to spend with Donna. I explained to my boss that I had overextended myself and he completely understood. Now I had to try and make things right with my wife. I had no reason to suspect her of being unfaithful but I did feel that she was unhappy with the amount of attention I was showing her.
"Donna, are we overdue a vacation?"
"No, I don't think so. I guess we could squeeze in a short one if you can find the time."
"Well, I was thinking a week or two, someplace quiet and romantic. I feel that we haven't been spending any time together lately."
"Maybe a three day weekend, Brian, but I don't think either one of us wants to be away from work any longer than that. I think it is important that we stick to the plan to get the down payment for the house. Your long hours and overtime have helped to build up the pot and I would hate to see us backslide."
"Donna, the house is important but I feel that we haven't been spending enough time together. When I get home from work I am too tired to be good company and we spend the weekends doing house chores and shopping."
"Darling, I think you are making a big deal out of nothing. I will be more than happy to take a short trip to someplace close but I am just not up to a going on a full out vacation. I don't feel ready for it."
"I guess I am just worrying too much. I want to make sure that I am doing everything I can to keep you happy."
"I am happy Brian. I will let you know if things start going downhill so we can nip it in the butt. We have enough real problems without making up imaginary ones."
"I hope you are right. I don't want you getting a wandering eye."
She flashed me a little twinkle when I said that.
Well, that was my big attempt at making my marriage better. I did a lousy job. I guess I wasn't any better at fixing things than I was at figuring out that things were wrong. I didn't mention anything about my new work hours.
I made a weak attempt at having sex that night but she had a headache. Before going to bed I checked Donna's birding log. It appeared that she was going out regularly but her sightings were virtually nonexistent.
I have a small Honda 250 Rebel motorcycle that I love. It is quick, quiet, and easy to handle. It isn't obnoxious and clumsy like the big Harleys. It always starts and is trouble-free. That day I drove it to work.
Donna usually got home about four. Around that time I told Marge, my secretary, I would be down in the archives for the rest of the day. I ask her to call me on my cell when she was leaving for home. There are no landline phones in the basement and no one usually works down there. I left work by the fire exit in the back of the building and put a small wedge in the door to keep it from locking. Five minutes later I was parked down the street from the house. The Rebel was easy to hide.
My wife came home the regular time, changed clothes, and was off to her bird-watching site within ten minutes. I pretty much knew where she was going so I didn't follow too closely. Ten minutes later her Volvo was parked at the Rainbow Mountain main trail parking area. A black BMW was sitting close by. We spent a lot of time at this park so I knew the trails well. After parking the bike in some trees I started up an alternate trail. I took my time and was careful not to make any noises. Years of birding gave me an edge in this area. Every few minutes I would stop and scan the area ahead with my binoculars. Toward the top of the mountain, it got a little rough. The trails were marked but they were close to some dangerous overhangs. It was good for hawk watching, especially at this time of year. You could see for miles across the valley and everything was fine as long as you didn't look down. I couldn't help myself. I stopped for a moment and trained my glasses over the valley, looking for some early hawk arrivals. It was beautiful. That was when I heard the giggling.
The woods were dense enough that it would be easy to hide if necessary. Of course, that also made it hard to see anyone if they were hiding. My attention was now directed toward the faint sound I heard. It was not constant so that made it hard to pinpoint. Slowly I inched forward, making no noise at all and listening very carefully. A flash of yellow gave them away. It was the lining in her vest. I found a comfortable spot that allowed me a decent view and took out my spotter scope. The binoculars were handy but the scope gave me a much better picture and had a camera attached. I was elevated from their location and was able to find a place where I could get a clear view. By lying prone I could keep hidden and still be able to watch for a long time without getting fatigued. It was a very secluded spot and they did not have to worry about anyone finding them by accident.
My wife's companion was Clayton Mankey. He joined Donna's firm about six months ago. I met him at a few company functions. He was a pleasant enough guy and I actually liked him. Of course, my feelings for him were changing rapidly. He had a nice wife, quiet but attractive in a mousy sort of way, and two young boys, grade school age. I liked his boys and wished I had a couple just like them. Why would a guy with a perfect family like that want to mess with my wife?
Clay spread out a blanket while I got comfortable. In no time at all Donna had slid out of her jeans and panties. They were out of good hearing range but I could still make out some giggling and laughter. Donna had one of her legs propped up giving me a good view of her hairy bush. She never wore a bikini and it was easy to see why. She folded up her pants and made a pillow out of them and put them under her butt. She was taunting him as she pulled her knees up to her chest holding both legs right below the knees. She flopped her knees back and forth a little in a teasing fashion and then spread them wide as he buried his face in her. Her head was raised and it seemed that she was rocking back and forth as he worked his face around her gash. I got a couple of good pictures while he continued to please her. There was a look of intense concentration on her face and then her mouth flew open and I could hear her gasp across the woods. She pushed his head away, pressed both her knees together, and rocked from side to side for about five seconds before flopping spread eagle on the blanket. The big grin on her face made a great picture.
At some point, Clay had removed his pants and was ready to finish the job. He knelt between her legs and quickly slid his hard rod into the mass of hair. There was no condom. He was no bigger than me and there did not appear to be anything special about his equipment. They just humped away for several minutes. Her legs were around his waist but not tight. I noticed that there was nothing romantic or loving about what they were doing. It was sort of like watching two dogs fuck.
At this point, I realized that I was not getting excited about watching these two people screw but I was starting to get mad. The initial shock of what was going on had worn off and now the anger was growing. I guess I should have just rushed down there and let my temper correct the situation but I forced myself to endure it. I had no plan and was going to have to play it by ear.
It didn't take him long to finish up and after laying on the blanket for a few minutes my loving wife gave her co-worker a blow job. I didn't see her spit anything out when she finished. There was a little more giggling and they started to get dressed. The whole tryst took way less than an hour. Donna gave him a little kiss, not like a lover but like a husband. He was getting the blanket together as she started to walk away. It appeared that they felt it was better if they came and left separately.
I was out of the way and she did not notice me lying there. I quickly gathered my things together and walked down the path behind her, far enough so that she couldn't see me. I stopped by the Hawk Mountain overlook. It was a flat rock that stuck out over the valley below. The drop was at least three hundred feet. A beautiful spot but dangerous. I was standing there looking out with binoculars when Clayton came walking down the path. My blood was boiling when I saw him but outside I was calm.
"What cha looking at?"
"It's a red tail hawk feeding her babies at the top of that pine tree."
He glanced over that way but couldn't see anything. Of course, there was nothing there to see.
"That tree right over there. The one full of pine cones."
"I still can't make it out."
He moved a little closer to the edge and leaned over. Then he looked back at me. "Don't I know you from someplace?"
"Yes, we met before. I'm Brian Powers, Donna's husband."
His eyes went wide open. The last thing he said was, "Oh shit!" as I gently pushed him over the edge.
Everything went in slow motion for the next few moments. It seemed like it took forever for him to reach the bottom, when in fact it was probably about four or five seconds. As I looked over the edge my cell phone rang. Clay was lying face down and his leg was up under his body in an unnatural position. I studied him for a minute, fascinated, as I answered the phone.
"Hi, Marge, what is going on?"
"I am going to leave now. Are you going to be down there all day?"
"No, I am finishing up now. I should be back upstairs in about ten minutes."
"Ok, I left two letters on your desk that need to be signed. I have to mail them out first thing in the morning."
"No problem. Thanks, Marge. I'll see you tomorrow."
It took me longer than ten minutes to get back to the office, but it didn't matter since Marge was gone anyhow. I signed the letters she left. Before going home I changed from my hiking shoes to a pair of oxfords. The boots went into a dumpster a few blocks from work. Donna was surprised to see me home so early.
They didn't find Clayton's body until the next afternoon. It was on the evening news and Donna was broken up by it.
"He didn't come into work today. Everyone was wondering if he was sick, but his wife said he didn't come home yesterday."
"What the hell was he doing up on Rainbow Mountain? He wasn't into bird watching or anything like that was he?"
Donna stammered a little. "No, I don't think so."
"Did you go up there yesterday after you got off work?"
She hesitated "No, not yesterday. I had some laundry I wanted to catch up on."
"I wonder if anybody saw anything. There aren't too many people there during the week. Oh well, l guess I better get the black suit out of mothballs."
Donna gave me a quick glare. She appeared to be upset because I was being a little flippant about Claytons demise.
"Sorry, honey, I know you guys worked together and I didn't mean to take his death lightly."
That night I noticed her softly crying after we went to bed. I didn't say anything.
Two days later I got a visit at work.
"Hi, I am detective Felix Greene. Do you have time to answer a few questions for me?"
"No problem. What can I help you with?"
"Mister Powers, Did you know Clayton Mankey?"
"He works at the same place my wife does. We are not friends or anything, but we have met at a few social functions. Is this about his accident on Rainbow Mountain Tuesday?"
"We are just trying to tie up some loose ends."
"That's fine but I don't see how I could help you. I didn't even know the man that well."
"It appears that your wife was close friends with Mister Mankey and we are just trying to make sure that you were not upset with their relationship."
"What relationship? I don't have the slightest idea what the hell you are talking about. My wife worked with Clayton Mankey and that was the extent of their relationship. I understand what you are inferring and I don't like it. If you are going to make statements like that I hope you have some facts to back them up."
"We talked to your wife this morning, Mister Powers. She was with Clayton Mankey on Rainbow Mountain, Tuesday just before his accident."
"Not possible. I asked her yesterday and she said she was at home doing laundry."
"I don't think she wants you to know about their relationship."
"Damn it. There you go again. I told you not to make accusations about my wife like that."
"It's not an accusation Mister Powers. Your wife told us this morning that she had been seeing Clayton Mankey for over three months."
"Seeing how?"
"We didn't get into that and if we had I wouldn't feel comfortable discussing it with you. That is something you and your wife are going to have to work out."
"Are you trying to make a point here or do you just want to piss me off?"
"Relax, Mister Powers. It is not our intention to upset you. We talked to your secretary, Marge Shuman, earlier and she said you spent most of Tuesday afternoon in the basement going through Archived files."
"Not most of the afternoon, only about two hours or less. I was in my office for the rest of the time. I left early, about five-thirty or six."
"The guard downstairs said you signed out about a quarter to six."
"Sounds about right. I wasn't watching the time. I just wanted to get home to my wife."
"Your wife said you got home about six."
"It only takes about ten minutes to get there. Did she tell you I was there for the rest of the evening?"
"Relax Mister Powers. Everything is fine. We are just checking a few loose ends to make sure nothing is overlooked. You really weren't aware of your wife and Clayton Mankey's relationship were you?"
"No, but I think it will be the main topic of discussion at the dining table tonight."
Felix Greene gave me his card, excused himself, and quietly left. I was fuming. I swear smoke was pouring out of my ears. Of course, I knew what Detective Greene told me but just hearing from another person was infuriating. I threw my stapler across the room just as Marge came in.
"Brian, I hope I didn't say anything wrong. I didn't want to get you in trouble so I just answered their questions as honestly as I could."
"That's OK Marge. It looks like there are some personal problems that my wife and I are going to have to work out. You might have to cover for me for the next few days. It looks like I am going to be busy."
"Can do easy boss. No problem."
Now I had no intention of working out my problems with Donna. All I wanted to do was figure out the best way to end the marriage. Luckily there were no children and we were in a rented house. I wanted kids in the worst way, but now I was glad that Donna had said no. It wasn't even three o'clock yet, but I put all my stuff away and walked out the door. Marge gave me a small nod of understanding as I left.
There were seventy-five thousand dollars and change in our house account. I took out sixty-three and went down the street to the local GM dealer. Two hours later, and fifty-eight thousand dollars poorer, I drove out in a yellow Hummer. I decided I didn't want a new house after all. I needed the extra money to buy gas for the monster.
Shortly after pulling into the driveway, Donna came out.
"What the hell is that?"
"Like it? It's my new car. I decided I needed something a little sportier."
"Are you crazy? How the hell are we ever going to pay for something like that?"
"No problem. I paid for it cash."
"With what? Where the hell did you get the money to buy a truck like that? Don't tell me you took it out of our house account?"
"Well, I didn't see why a single guy needed a house so I got the Hummer instead."
We were gathering a crowd outside. As we walked into the house Donna grabbed my arm. "What do you mean by a single guy?"
"I think you know the answer to that one, don't you. Why would I want to buy a house with you? Hell, why would I want to stay with you, period?"
"Come on Brian, You are talking like a crazy man. Calm down and make a little sense."
"OK sweetheart. Detective Greene came to see me today and told me about your relationship with Clayton Mankey. You were with him on Rainbow Mountain yesterday. You told me you were home doing laundry. Care to explain that?"
"I didn't want to upset you. Clayton and his wife were having problems and since he was new in town he didn't have anyone to talk with about it. I was just giving him a shoulder to cry on."
"What was wrong with going to Denny's or Starbuck's? Why did you have to up to Rainbow Mountain?"
"Clay was very emotional and he was afraid he would break down and cry. He didn't want to do that in public."
I got up and poured myself a cup of coffee. Donna sat quietly waiting for my next move. It was like a little game. I was mad that she even decided to play it.



"That's all bull shit and you know it. I am hurt that you think so little of me that you try to pull something like this. You and Clayton have been lovers for over three months. You have cheated on me and he has cheated on his wife. I am tired of listening to you make up little girl stories. Either face up to it like a grown-up or keep your damn mouth shut."
"You don't know what the hell you are talking about. Just because you make something up doesn't mean it is true. There is nothing between Clayton Mankey and myself except friendship. If you can prove otherwise go ahead."
I was on a spot here. I had pictures, damn good ones. If I showed the pictures I would have to admit that I was on Rainbow Mountain the day Clay died. I couldn't do that. I was trying to think on my feet but it was hard because I was sweating with anger. My fists were clenched and the blood vessels in my neck and forehead were popping.
"I have some very nice pictures, Donna. Would that be proof enough?"
"Pictures of what? Pictures taken where?"
"Pictures of the two of you having sex in a motel room," I said in desperation.
"Hah, that proves you were lying. We never had sex in a ..."
Donna froze, realizing what she had just said. Her denial was also an admission. In her determination to prove me wrong she slipped up. She never finished the sentence. Her eyes glared at me and her lower lip started to quiver in anger. She hated being beaten.
"You son of a bitch. I am not talking about this anymore and you are not getting a divorce from me. You can go to sleep in your new truck because you won't be getting in my bed for a long, long time, if ever. Get your own fucking supper and leave me alone."
"We are still going to the funeral together tomorrow, right?"
"Kiss my ass."
It was an unusual funeral because both Clayton and his wife, Emily, were not from the local area. I don't know why she decided to bury him here rather than in their hometown. The only thing I could think of was that she was upset by the circumstances surrounding his death and didn't want to explain it to their friends and family. Most of the people there were from the office where Donna and Clayton worked.
At the end of the ceremony, the people were walking by the widow, offering condolences. As we approached, Emily sent the two boys to stand with a friend nearby. Donna held out her hand and Emily looked her in the eyes.
"You have a lot of nerve showing up here you fucking slut. You ruined my marriage, destroyed my family and you have the gall to come here to rub it in. If I ever see you again I will tear you to pieces. That is a promise."
Donna just looked at her with her mouth open. She didn't know what to say or do. She started to say something but changed her mind and just turned and walked back to the car. Several people nearby heard the whole thing.
I looked at Emily Mankey as she watched my wife walking away. There was hate in her eyes.
"I am sorry if she did anything to offend you. I am sure it wasn't intentional."
"Oh grow up. She cheated on you and you defend her. What kind of a wimp are you? Go comfort your slut wife, you are just irritating me and I don't need that now."
I gave her a small nod and walked back to the car. Donna said nothing on the drive home but when we got to the house she unloaded on me.
"You son of a bitch. Why did you insist that I go to that damn funeral just so I could be made a fool of?"
"Sorry, but there were a lot of people there from your work. Why would she choose you to attack?"
"Blow it out your ass, you smart-mouthed bastard."
She stormed into the house and I didn't hear a word from her the rest of the day.
I slept in the spare bedroom from then on. I didn't want to have sex with her anyhow so when she made the decision, I was relieved. About noon the next day, I drove over to Emily Mankey's house. I had no idea what I was going to say but felt obligated. She was in the garage with the boys sorting through some boxes.
"Hi. Sorry to bother you but I wanted to apologize for anything I might have done to upset you yesterday."
She just looked at me and kept working. Finally, she turned. "Look, I have a lot on my plate right now. I have to clean up the mess my husband left and then find some way to get on with my life. I just don't have time to listen to any whining right now."
"Is there anything I can do to help?"
"Your not serious?"
"Yes. I have the time and wouldn't mind lending a hand."
"Ok. Grab a handful of those trash bags and follow me."
We went into the house and upstairs to the master bedroom.
"That is Clay's closet and this is his dresser. Take everything out of them and put it in the bags. When you are done you can take them to Goodwill. Can you handle that?"
"Sure. Can the boys help?"
"Josh and Terry. This is Mister Powers help him put Daddy's stuff in the bags so we can get rid of it. OK?"
The boys both shook my hand. Josh was about eight and Terry looked to be six. They were two great looking kids that I would have given anything to have.
It took less than an hour and the boys and I were hauling the bags of clothes and shoes down to the hummer. I ran the load downtown and then came back to the house. "Now what?"
"That's OK Mister Powers, you don't have to do anything else. You do not have to feel obligated just because of what your wife did."
"Do you know exactly what they did or is it all conjecture?"
"Little bit of both but I don't want to talk about it in front of the boys."
"Could we discuss it later?"
"Come over tomorrow. I have to clear out the basement and the garage. If you don't mind working while we talk? The boys have a play date with some school buddies."
"That sounds good, but I'll miss the guys not being here."
As I drove away I felt a little better about things. I was sorry for killing Emily's husband, but I think he deserved it. I think Emily felt that way too. I didn't have any idea what I was going to do about Donna. I don't know why she was resisting the divorce.
My wife was making chili when I got home. I figured I would try and get her to open up a little before we sat down to eat.
"Donna, in light of what has happened the last few days do you think it would be better if we considered a separation? "
"No, not really. "
"I think it is pretty apparent now, that you and Clayton were having an affair. I assume you were not happy with our arrangement. Do you want to try and explain it to me?"
"There is not much to say, Brian. After spending some time with Clay, both at work and at other times, I realized that your idea of our future together did not match up with what I was looking for. You envisioned me as a domestic goddess popping out babies right and left and I wanted something more. I was always hesitant to discuss it with you because I never wanted to say or do anything that would make you unhappy. Brian was having the same problem with Emily. She wanted what you wanted and I wanted what Brian wanted. We ended up consoling each other and sex came next. He wasn't better than you just different."
"Wouldn't a divorce seem appropriate now, in light of what you told me?"
"No way. I have no intention of giving up my home and all the comforts of marriage just because we disagreed. I intend to stay here. You can't throw me out because I haven't done anything to justify it. I don't think you will leave so we will just have to get used to staying in the same house, together and putting on the image of being a married couple. I am not ready to call it quits yet."
"For heaven's sake, Why not?"
"I don't want to talk about it anymore. Sit down and eat."
There was no conversation during supper. The meal was unusually quiet. I downed two longnecks because the chili seemed to be especially hot.
About two hours later I started to get stomach pains. I made several trips to the bathroom and finally started to throw up. I noticed there was some blood in the bowl.
"Donna, I am feeling pretty bad. Can you run me over to the emergency clinic?"
"Hell no. Desperate Housewives is just ready to come on. If you are having a bellyache, take a Tums."
"It's more than a bellyache, Donna. Come on. Please."
"Drive yourself. You are acting like a baby."
I grabbed my keys and went to the car. My neighbor was putting out his trash and he asked me what was wrong. I explained and he drove me to the hospital emergency room.
The next thing I remember was waking up and looking at the sun coming through a window. I turned to look to the other side, and there sat detective Greene reading a magazine.
"Good afternoon Mister Powers. I thought you were going to sleep all day."
"What the hell are you doing here? What happened and what time is it?"
"Hey, guy. I am the one who asks the questions. Take it easy and everything will come to you."
"Ok. Sorry if I got a little anxious."
"Understandable, under the circumstances. Brian, it seems like you got a hold of a little bad chili last night. Luckily your neighbor got you here in time. They had to pump you out and give you a lot of fancy medicine that I can't pronounce. I think you ended up with a high and a low enema, or something like that."
"What the hell was it?"
"They told me the fancy name, but basically, it was rat poison."
"That bitch. What did she say?"
"Well, she gave us the leftover chili and it tested okay. She claims she has no idea where the poison could have come from. She ate the same food you did and she was fine. We looked around the house and the garage and couldn't find anything."
"So what are you going to do?"
"Nothing at present."
About that time the doctor came in with a nurse. He checked a bunch of stuff while the nurse took another blood sample. He said I could go home when I was ready and gave me a paper with some bland food listed on it. I borrowed Detective Greene's cell and called Emily to apologize for not showing up to help her.
Felix took his phone back. "Why does your wife want to kill you, Mister Powers?"
"I don't know. Why did she kill Clayton Mankey?"
"Do you know that for a fact? "
"No I don't, but she was on Rainbow Mountain and she was the last person to see him alive."
"Come on Brian, I'll give you a ride home"
Donna was all gushy when we got home and apologized over and over about not being more responsive to my problem. I went to the spare room and closed the door. I didn't eat any more meals at home after that.
The next day I told Marge I would be out on a sick day and asked her to try and find an apartment for me. Somehow she had found out what happened. I waited till after Donna left for work and then started to get some of my stuff together so I could move out quickly, if necessary. I was a little upset that the police were not able to do anything about the poisoning.
After a quick breakfast at the IHOP, I stopped by to see Emily. The boys were at school. Emily was more upset over what happened than Donna was. I promised her I would be back later after I took care of some personal business. Donna didn't want a divorce, but she did want me dead. That meant one of two things, revenge or money. I stopped to see my insurance man. I guess it was a stupid thing to do, but shortly after we were married I took out a million-dollar life insurance policy with Donna the beneficiary. The payments were high but the cash value was now over sixteen thousand dollars. I cashed it in. Then I canceled the collision and comprehensive coverage on Donna's Volvo.
I went by work and canceled the medical and dental coverage that I had on Donna thorough the company. The medical insurance would still be in effect for ninety days but the dental stopped at the end of the month. I change the beneficiary on my company insurance policies to my mother. Marge was glad to see me and offered any help she could.
The bank manager told me that Donna had already cleaned out the rest of the house fund, about twelve thousand. I explained the situation to him and he agreed to set everything up so that he could close out the credit cards and checking as soon as I notified him. I started up a new account and signed a bunch of papers for him.
I swung by the house. Donna was there, wearing her birding clothes. We were pleasant to each other but not gushy. She said she was going up to Rainbow Mountain to do a little bird watching and relax. It felt like I was being set up, but I decided to play along. Shortly after she left, I was on my way, riding the Rebel. Her car was parked on the upper lot along with a gray Ford ranger. I quickly went around the mountain to the lower lot. Her mountain bike was chained to a tree by the side of the lot. I parked my Honda on the other side hidden by some bushes. I hated the uphill hike but it only took a few minutes.
Donna was standing behind a rock outcropping talking to a guy who was carrying a small shotgun. It was the kind of gun that had a pistol grip instead of a stock. As I watched she gave him a photograph and a business-size envelope. He looked at the picture carefully and then opened the envelope and counted a large amount of money. They shook hands and Donna started to rapidly walk directly toward me. I quickly ducked behind a small ledge and waited silently till she passed. The man she was talking to hunkered down behind the rocks so he could watch the trail coming from the parking lot. He was waiting, and I was pretty certain what for. Donna had counted on me to follow her and assumed I would come from the lot where she parked the car. It was quicker going back down the hiking path than it was going up.
When I got to the bottom, I saw that her bike was gone. I took the Honda and went up to the top lot. The Ford was unlocked. There was a jogging outfit on the front seat. I took the registration from the glove box, a pack of matches from the center console, and the jogging suit pants. I twisted the jogging pants as tight as I could and dipped them into the Honda's gas tank. After doing both ends, I shoved the pants into the truck gas tank, lit the end, and got out of there as fast as I could. Halfway down the mountain, I heard the explosion. I hope she gave him enough money to cover that.
I probably broke a few traffic laws getting home, but I had to take some back roads so I wouldn't catch up to Donna. After parking the motorcycle behind the garage, I took out the lawn fertilizer spreader and started pushing it back and forth across the lawn. There was nothing in it, but she didn't know that. A few minutes later, my wife came down the street and saw me. There was a disappointed expression on her face. I didn't know what she was going to say to me, so I got her first.
"Hey, where the hell is the Volvo? You leave in the car and come back on the bike. What is going on?"
She stuttered and stammered a little without saying anything and then her cell phone rang. She turned away while she answered it. I couldn't make out the conversation, but it appeared that the person on the other end was a little excited about something.
"Brian, I left the Volvo up on the mountain and decided to get some exercise by riding the bike home. I know it sounds silly but could you give me a lift back up to get the car?"
"Darling, that doesn't make any sense at all. Come on, I'll run you up there."
She didn't say anything on the drive to get her car. She was playing with her fingers on her lap a lot. She sure seemed worried about something. As we got close to the mountain road we saw a bunch of fire trucks going to the top. We got about halfway up when a police officer stopped us.
"I'm sorry folks, but there has been an accident up on top of the mountain. A truck caught fire. We can't let anyone up there right now."
"My wife's car is parked up there. Can we walk up to get it?"
"Hold on a minute."
We sat without speaking, while he talked to someone on his phone.
"OK. You can walk up to the top and an officer will help to guide you past the fire trucks to bring it down."
Donna looked at me as she got out of the Hummer.
"You can go on home now. I'll be okay from here. Thanks for bringing me up."
I just nodded to her. After she was out of sight, I started to follow her. It was easy, because of all the commotion. When she reached the top, the guy she was with on the trail walked over to her waving his arms. Of course, I couldn't hear anything, but it was evident that she was trying her best to calm him down. They argued for at least ten minutes, and then he walked over to the fire chief and said something. As he and Donna got in the Volvo, I hurried back down to the Hummer. It would take a while for them to get turned around with all the fire trucks and hoses, but I still had to rush. As I pulled out, I saw the Volvo turning the corner.
I went home but left right away on the Honda. I went to see Emily. I had to apologize for being late and she insisted on knowing what had happened. She seemed interested, even though I soften the story up a bit. Josh and Terry were glad to see me and were more than eager to order pizza for supper. We spent a couple of hours getting things up from the basement for the yard sale. The boys worked hard and didn't complain at all. I wished they were mine. I had Emily drive me home about nine, and left the motorcycle at her place. Donna didn't get home until late. I didn't ask where she was.
Early the next morning, while Donna was taking a shower, I removed the SIM chip from her cell phone. After she left for work, I called the banker and told him to close out the accounts and the credit cards. I went to the cell phone office and terminated her service, after paying a two hundred dollar cancellation fee. At the end of the day the landline phone would be cut off as well as the DSL and cable TV. I notified the landlord that I was moving out and told him he could keep the deposits because of the short notice. I mentioned that my wife might be staying and that he should contact her about a new rental agreement. The water and electricity would be turned off at the end of the week.
It only took a few minutes to load my things in the Hummer and I was on my way to the apartment that Marge had found. Marge left a note at the new place, that Detective Greene wanted me to call him. I went down to the station and found his office.
"Well, well, well. Mister Powers, you are still alive."
"What is that supposed to mean?"
Felix Greene laughed a little. He seemed to be enjoying my dilemma. "Do you know a man named Bobby Terrell?"
"I can honestly say I never met the man." I reached into my pocket and handed him the registration from the Ford.
He looked at the form and said "Very interesting" using a lousy Charlie Chan impression. We both laughed.
"Mister Terrell and your wife have been having a lot of telephone conversations lately. She called him six times, and he called her four in the last week. Your wife also removed twelve thousand dollars from a savings account three days ago. Bobby Terrell is an ex-con who makes a living by killing people. We sort of keep an eye on him, and we were surprised when we noticed this connection. Is there any particular reason why your wife wants you dead, Mister Powers?"
"There was until yesterday morning when I canceled a million-dollar life insurance policy."
"Doesn't she know you canceled the policy?"
"I don't think so."
"Bobby is good at what he does and I am impressed at the way you handled it. I assume he has already been paid but I don't know if he will still try and finish the contact, since he lost his truck. I just wanted to let you know that we have talked to him. I told him if anything at all happens to you in the near future I will immediately pick him up. He did not appreciate the attention. We also recommended that he take a vacation for a while. I am not sure that this will discourage your wife though."



"I've moved out of the house. I don't know what else I can do."
Felix leaned back in his chair. "I think there is still something that you are not telling me, Brian. All the pieces don't fit together. Just watch your back."
I went straight to see Emily. She agreed to go for lunch, and I was glad she liked Sushi. I tried to explain to her what was going on, but I was being a little too cryptic. There was so much I wanted to tell her but couldn't. She gave me a few quizzical looks at times, and instead of explaining, I would change the subject. It was a long lunch. She didn't have any trouble talking me into coming over for supper that night. I apologized to her for talking gibberish, and she just laughed it off. I felt comfortable with her.
The next morning I decided I was ready to get back to work. I had a good time the night before with Josh and Terry. Emily and I planned a big weekend together and I was looking forward to it. Funny, but I didn't miss Donna at all. If fact I was relieved that I didn't have to face her anymore. It was only a short drive to work, and I had a big grin on my face as I pulled out in the Hummer. Things were going well.
The big monster picked up speed nicely, but as I started down the first hill, I noticed something strange. The brakes were not responding at all. I have seen movies where this happened, and I always thought how stupid the drivers were because they couldn't stop the car. I reached up to turn the key off but couldn't because it was in gear. You have to be in park to turn the key off. The Hummer was going faster. I calmly grabbed the shift level and pulled it from drive to low. That caused a lurch and a shutter but it still kept picking up speed. I was approaching traffic and a lot of cross streets. I was going a lot faster now. There was a cemetery on the left side with a grassy bank going up, off the street. I steered for the bank and yanked on the hand brake at the same time. The Hummer did a 180 and as soon as it hit the bank, it flipped over. Everything went black. There was no pain.
For the second time in a month, I was waking up in a hospital room. I heard myself moan and sensed some commotion around me. Instantly, a nurse was looking into my eyes, and then there was a lot more commotion in the room. There was now pain, a lot of it. I was glad I was getting attention but, at the same time, I wanted everybody to leave me alone. What a confusing mess. At last, it appeared that someone of stature had arrived, a qualified doctor I was guessing. I struggled to open my eyes and look around the room. There was a flurry of white coats, but down at the end of the bed was Emily. I felt better. There was a lot of adjusting and checking and all of a sudden, I was sleepy as hell.
The next time I woke up, everything was quiet. I tried not to make any noises because I wanted to avoid the commotion. I slowly opened my eyes and peeked out. It was nighttime and things were relatively calm. The room was empty except for Emily, asleep in a chair at the side of the bed. Everything in my body hurt. I turned my head toward Emily.
"Hey, are you awake?"
She looked up and smiled. "No, I am fast asleep and dreaming."
"Thanks for being here."
"No problem."
I closed my eyes and went back to sleep.
When morning came, I woke up normal but still hurting.
There was a full medical team in the room, but no Emily. I had not expected to see her at all. The doctors were full of questions; does this hurt, does that hurt, can you see this? I answered all their questions, but no one was there to answer questions for me. I ask about Donna. She showed up at the hospital to sign the admission forms but no one had seen her since. I was in the hospital two days before I woke up. Emily was there every day. Felix Greene checked on my status daily. I had a concussion, broken collarbone, broken left arm, and three broken ribs. There were various internal injuries but nothing life was threatening. Their biggest concern was that I was unconscious for two days. I was hungry as hell and finally got somebody to bring me some soup. I was able to feed myself and drink a little ginger ale. My throat felt like raw meat.
Felix showed up a little later.
"I thought you were watching my back."
"Sorry, we didn't see that one coming.
"Do you have any idea what happened?"
"Well, someone cut all the brake lines on the Hummer and then disconnected the airbags, front and side. You went through the windshield, and the seat belt broke three of your ribs while you were leaving. The good thing is nothing caught on fire. The bad thing is that the Hummer is totaled."
"Hell, I didn't like it anyhow. I just bought it to spite Donna."
"Speaking of your wife, do you know where she is?"
"I haven't seen her since the day before the accident. They said she signed the admission forms here at the hospital. How did she know to do that?"
"I went to the house and got her. I tried to call her, but she didn't have any phone service. She wasn't too happy about that. After signing all the papers, a uniformed officer took her home. I ask her if she wanted to see you, and she said it wasn't necessary."
"Well, it looks like you saw her since I did. Did she leave town?"
"We went to the house and looked around. Her purse was there with a lot of money, almost eight thousand dollars. She left her driver's license, credit cards, and all her personal stuff. I don't think that she would leave town empty-handed. We just think she is missing."
"Any idea how the hummer got screwed up?"
"We have no idea."
"Bobby Terrell?"
"No. Believe it or not, Bobby Terrell was in a hospital in Philadelphia. It seems that a couple of goons snatched him and took him to Philly. They explained to him that they did not want anything to happen to you. Who do you know in Philadelphia, Brian?"
"Damn. Felix, I don't know anybody in Philadelphia, honest. I have no idea who you are talking about."
" I believe you. Look, I got to run. If you need anything, let me know?"
"How about a guard on the door."
We both laughed a little. As Felix left, Emily came in.
"Hi."
"The doctor said that you could leave tomorrow as long as you have a place to go. I told him you would be going to my place. One of the nurses gave me instruction sheets, so I know how to take care of you. I'll be able to change your bandages and stuff. A visiting nurse will come by once a day to see how things are going, and the doctor will see you in a week. Okay?"
"Sounds good to me. Who is going to give me my sponge baths, you, or the visiting nurse?"
"Your choice, I guess."
At least both of my legs worked. I could go to the bathroom by myself and I could sit up and eat at the table like a regular person. The pain medication made me sick, so I tried to wean myself off it as soon as possible.
Emily and the boys were a joy. I enjoyed my recovery. We didn't go outside the first week and then I had her drive by the old house. The landlord was there, and he was anxious to talk. He had not heard from Donna and wanted to know what to do about renting the house. Our things and her things were still there. He needed to have them removed so he could rent it. We made arrangements that were satisfactory to both of us.
Marge came to see me at Emily's house. She had been to the hospital daily and got to know Emily pretty well. They seemed to hit it off. I was getting ready to go back to work, but I was going to be staying with Emily and the boys for a while longer.
I healed up pretty well. I remained living with Emily and the boys. After about three months, the relationship changed from platonic to romantic. I moved into the master bedroom with little fanfare. Josh and Terry seemed to think it was natural. We were going out together and attending social functions. I even started going to the PTA meetings. The only problem was, we were not married. I was still married to Donna. I checked with Felix regularly and he never had any news. Finally, I decided to partition the court to have her declared legally dead, so I could marry Emily.
I took her to a small, romantic Italian restaurant. After a nice bottle of wine and a great meal, I was ready.
"Emily, I realize it has not been very long for either of us, but I seriously believe I would like to spend the rest of my life with you. Would you consider getting married?"
"Is that a hypothetical question, or are you proposing?"
"I am proposing. Will you marry me?"
"Yes. But we have one small problem."
"What is that?"
"You have to meet my family in Philadelphia."



        

  
    Meurtres De Rue Impasse
  
  Meurtres De Rue Impasse

        Hanging by a Thread

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/meurtres-de-rue-impasse

Title: Meurtres De Rue Impasse

Author: PAPATOAD

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Hanging by a Thread

Tags: revenge, cheating, hanging by a thread, mystery




Thanks to Randy for editing assistance.
*
It was not a dark and dreary day. It was just the opposite. The sun was shining and I swear, I could hear a few birds in the area. Funerals are all supposed to be held when it is cloudy and rainy. I know that because that is how they always show it in the movies. Nothing has been going right lately.
We kept the service private. Eight people in all; my brother and his wife, my sister-in-law and her husband, my daughter, and her husband, and the minister. Funerals are not happy occasions, but this was one of the worse. My wife, Carla, had committed suicide. It was nothing fancy; just the run-of-the-mill overdose of pills and booze. We didn't want a lot of people there celebrating her death.
We all went back to the house after the service, spent about an hour doing the ritual commiserating, and then split up. Before they left, I gave my daughter, Grace, all of my wife's jewelry. It was quite extensive; her only vice. Many of the pieces were hand-me-downs from her family. We had it all appraised and insured about ten years before and it was over one hundred thousand dollars. I had no need for any of it, and I was sure that Carla would have wanted Grace to have it.
The next few days were spent packing up all of Carla's clothing and personal items for Goodwill. There wasn't anything that Grace wanted, so most of the small knick-knacks and decorative things were included. I stripped the kitchen of all the fancy appliances and kept only a few things that I felt I could use to feed myself. I wasn't planning on any fancy dinners. By the end of the week, what was once a fancy home, now looked like a bachelors' pad.
A few of the neighbors stopped by to commiserate, but not too many. By this time, they all knew what had happened. It was never mentioned or discussed. My week of compassionate leave was up, so I started back to work Monday morning. It was apparent that someone had said something to the staff, so I did not have to endure endless insincere condolences. A few did slip by, but most of the people left me alone.
In the evenings, I sat and drank beer and contemplated revenge. I had no idea what was to come.
*****
It was a week later. I had just returned from a safety audit in Baltimore, and found two police detectives waiting at the house. "Mister Templer, my name is Detective Greene, and this is Detective Naranja. We would appreciate a few minutes of your time."
"I would like to get settled in. I just got back from an out of town job."
"Yes, we know. We contacted your office and they told us that you were in Baltimore for the last three days. We just need you to verify it."
"Okay! I verified it. Anything else?" Greene and Naranja appeared to be a little uneasy. Greene cleared his throat and leaned forward.
"We have a few questions about your relationship with Bill and Marsha Dobbs. We realize that this is a sensitive subject at this time, but a little clarification would be appreciated."
"What exactly do you know and what do you want to know?"
"The neighbors told us that you and your wife had been very close friends with Bill and Marsha, and there had been a falling out of sorts. Can you confirm that?"
"Yes, I can confirm that."
They both sat looking at me as if anticipating more.
"Can you elaborate?"
"How much do you know?" They both seemed to squirm a bit.
"The neighbors seemed to think that some wife swapping or similar partying was going on, but we have nothing to verify this. It was all rumor and conjecture."
"Okay! I've had enough of this crap. I am going to have to insist that you gentlemen leave. I don't know why you are asking these questions and I don't want to know. Now get the hell out of my house!"
I rose from my chair and gestured them towards the door. Reluctantly, they complied. Detective Greene turned before leaving. "Marsha Dobbs was murdered last night. We are just trying to tie up some loose ends. Sorry if we upset you, Mister Templer. If you have any questions or need anything, give us a call." He handed me his card as I closed the door.
The report in the morning newspaper explained everything. It appeared that Marsha was leaving work and someone grabbed her in the building parking garage and held a plastic bag over her head until she stopped breathing. The rest of the article just listed all the things that the police were doing to solve the crime. The article indicated that they had no suspects or motive. There were no cameras in the garage. It was a good day at work.
Things were different in the cul-de-sac that weekend. I did all the required yard work and noticed that I was getting odd looks from everyone. Bill Dobbs stood on his porch and watched me for about thirty minutes, but did nothing more than that. I went for sushi Saturday night. It wasn't as much fun by myself.
*****
Things were back to normal for a week and then the company sent me on a safety audit in Elko, Nevada. When I got back my two favorite detectives were waiting for me at the airport. I needed a ride home, anyhow, so I let them provide the limo service. Instead of taking me home, we ended up at the police station.
"Can I get a cup of coffee?"
Detective Neranja brought back three cups. Greene and I were already settled in.
"What did I do this time?"
"We are working on that. We think that you are holding out on us."
"You know where I was last week, right?"
"Yes! And it was checked and double-checked. We do believe you were in Elko all week."
"Why am I here this time?"
"Tell us about your relationship with Frank Crawford."
"We live in the same cul-de-sac. He and his wife socialized with us. We are no longer friends. What is he accusing me of?"
"Nothing. Frank Crawford has disappeared."
"How is this my problem?"
"We understand that Frank and his wife Sandy were close socially with Bill and Marsha Dobbs, as well as with you and your wife."
"There you go with the innuendos again. How do you know that Frank hasn't just gone away fishing or something? I am tired and I would like to go home now. I am done talking to you. I will be getting a lawyer. The next time you want to talk to me, go through him. "
"Mister Templer. There is something important that you are keeping from us. We will find out what it is, but would appreciate it if you would level with us first. We have a dead person and a missing person, and we feel that you are somehow connected to both of these incidents."
"I would really like a ride home."
*****
Grace stopped by that evening with the biggest surprise,
"Dad, Bill, and I took Mom's jewelry to the Ohio Gemologist Office for a new appraisal. The total present value is just under four thousand dollars."
"That's impossible! The last appraisal was in the hundred-thousand dollar range."
"Donald Curry, the gemologist that we talked to, told us that Mom had been in over a month ago and had the evaluation updated. It came to almost a hundred and fifty thousand dollars. He said she asked about getting replicas made so that she could wear them without worrying about losing them. She also asked him where the best place would be to sell the stones if she decided to go that way. She left after getting the contact numbers for both services."
"Wow! So I guess sometime over the last month or so your mother sold the real gems and had them replaced with fake stones. What the hell happened to the money?"
*****
It was a week later, and I was just getting back from Chattanooga. Greene and Naranja were waiting for me at the airport again. As I grabbed my bags off the carousel, I looked over my shoulder at them and jokingly asked, "Who did I kill this time?"
They didn't laugh. Greene sighed and said "Bill Dobbs."
Nothing further was said as we drove to the station. I got the feeling that it was going to be a long night. I was tired already.
Somebody had rung the doorbell at the Dobbs home. When Bill opened the door, he was met with three 9mm slugs in the middle of his chest. It was another exciting week in the cul-de-sac. No witnesses.
"Mister Templer. We have some good news; you are no longer a suspect."
"Was I ever?"
"Well, we never really eliminated you, but we could never prove anything."
"Care to elaborate a bit?"
"We got the man who killed Bill Dobbs. One of the shell casings that he left behind had a partial print on it. We grabbed him just before he was able to leave town. After extensive interrogation, he told us everything. Unfortunately, he had nothing to do with the murder of Marsha Dobbs or the disappearance of Frank Crawford."
"Did he give a reason?"
"He was hired."
"Who would do that?"
"I know this will be hard for you to believe, but it was your wife, Carla."
For some strange reason, I did not react as they thought I would. I did not react at all. I just sat there and didn't move. "Can I have some coffee?"
For the next thirty minutes, they explained how Carla had hired him. She had somehow got linked up to a portion of the dark web where mercenaries and assassins could be contacted. Carla had paid him with a cashier's check made out by the International Reserve Deposit Bank of Cleveland, for twenty-five thousand dollars. She also gave him printed instructions on who she wanted to be killed, and when and where. They were presently in contact with IRDB to see if they could find out how many other checks were issued.
"Sandy Crawford also came in to see us. She gave us the whole story of what she and Marsha did to Carla. They had no idea that Carla would react the way that she did. She said they did it in good fun, but it seemed to backfire. We have her in protective custody."
Nobody said anything for several moments.
"Mister Templer, could we hear your side of the story?"
"We moved into the cul-de-sac about a year ago. Since our daughter was gone, we decided to downsize a bit. Everything was fine for the first few months. We made several friends in the neighborhood but were especially close to Frank and Sandy Crawford and Bill and Marsha Dobbs. After a while, we realized that they were swingers. It was not our thing. They kept trying to get us to join the group and we kept refusing. We were starting to wean ourselves away from them when Sandy and Marsha ask me to drive them Ohio to get some collector baskets. Carla always wanted one of the Longaberger baskets, and the girls convinced me to drive them there and get one for her birthday. While we were gone Carla was going to teach Bill and Frank how to make her famous lasagna. What we didn't realize at the time was that it was all a setup. Sandy and Marsha had convinced Carla that the swap was in. The girls were taking me to a local resort for an afternoon of wild sex and Carla would be free to spend all day with Frank and Bill. They told her to tell the 'lasagna' story so that they could surprise me when we got to the resort. She bought it hook, line, and sinker."
Detective Naranja left and came back with some fresh coffee.
"I had no idea, and never did until I got home. Carla thought that she knew what was going on, and did not know that she was being conned."
"To make a long story short. I spent the day driving five hours to buy a couple of baskets and Carla spent the afternoon getting screwed by Bill and Frank."
"How did you come to realize what happened?"
"We were getting ready for bed that night and Carla casually asks me how it was with two girls. I said that it was a long drive and that their constant yakking was annoying as hell. She looked at me funny and said that she meant the sex. Of course, my reply was 'what sex'?"
"I can see now why she would be upset." detective Greene sighed.
"The next two hours were hell. I finally ended up sleeping in the guest room. Things went downhill from there."
"What do you mean that it went 'downhill'?"
"My wife was getting a bit testy about the whole situation and I couldn't blame her, however, she also was starting to place part of the blame on me. She started insinuating that I did not do enough to protect her. I should have been more astute about the whole situation. Why hadn't I stopped Bill and Frank since it was evident what they were doing? Why didn't I love her enough?"
"How did that end up?"
"We just stopped communicating at all. All she did was constantly blame me so I pulled away. I realize now, that we should have sought counseling of some type. Too late now."
"Mister Templer, we will be getting together with the IRDB of Cleveland tomorrow in an attempt to get more information about the cashier checks. We will be in touch. Oh, by the way, we have Sandy Crawford in protective custody."
I spent the next week in Clarksville, Tennessee. When I returned my two favorite detectives were waiting for me, as usual. It was a familiar trip to the police station.
"Yes, Mister Templer, we did check on your alibi. You are good, but we do have some information that you need to know and some things to clarify."
I got comfortable with my machine coffee as Detective Greene started.
"Sandy Crawford was killed two nights ago."
"I thought you had some type of protection on her?"
"I guess it wasn't good enough,"
"What happened?"
"They found her in their car in the garage. The car had been running until it ran out of gas. She had been dead for several hours when she was discovered."
"Why would she do that?"
"She didn't. Her hands and her legs were fastened with plastic ties. It was not a suicide."
"So much for protective custody."
"It gets worse."
I was waiting for the punch line.
"Your wife sold her jewelry for one hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars. She got five cashier checks for twenty-five thousand dollars each, from the International Reserve Deposit Bank of Cleveland. Four of the five checks have been cashed and four people have been murdered."
"And what is the problem?"
"There is still one check outstanding."
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There is no sex in this story. Sorry
This is an End of the Affair story.
The best thing about having to go to my wife's office party was that I got a chance to drive my Challenger full open. The worst part was that the faster I drove, the quicker I would get there. The gathering was at the company lodge and there was a nice twenty-mile stretch of road leading up to it. No stop signs, no traffic lights, and no traffic; just open road waiting for the Dodge to do her thing. That also meant no gas stations and no jiffy stores.
Donna and I had been drifting apart ever since our daughters both got married. I was hoping for just the opposite, but it was not to be. Donna insisted that I accompany her to this function even though I indicated that I did not want to go. Previously she had gone by herself. Donna was a drinker and I wasn't. I did have a beer occasionally. She was also a social butterfly, and I wasn't. For the last year, I suspected that she was having an affair. At this point, I didn't care. I guess that was part of the reason we were drifting apart. I was biding my time, just looking for a way out of an unpleasant relationship. I needed a way to end the affair.
I have to admit that I am probably the reason that my wife decided to seek greener pastures. I am, so to speak, a weird type of minimalist. I grew up in a very poor family. My brothers and I had far less than most kids our age, By that, I mean things like bicycles, toys, pets, fancy electronic gadgets, and stuff like that. It was almost like being Amish without the religion. I wasn't stupid, and I fully understood the way the normal world functioned, but couldn't bring myself to go along with it. I knew that it was important to stay out of debt. It was important to pay your bills and it would also be prudent to put something aside for retirement.
To live a comfortable life as a minimalist you do not have to be a fanatic, but you do have to keep yourself under control. By allowing yourself a few indulgences you can appear to be normal to most people.
My biggest indulgence was my marriage and family. It was really difficult for me to find a woman who I felt could tolerate my eccentricities and who could accept my uniqueness. Donna was from a similar background as I was and was used to living a frugal lifestyle. She didn't embrace it as I did, but she could tolerate it. The longer we were married the more she seemed to normalize. What I mean is that she became less frugal and more average. I didn't like it, but I understood, especially after the girls were born. So that we would not appear to be weird, we bought a small practical house and started to wear better clothes. Donna was getting her hair done occasionally and became quite adept in grooming and makeup skills. We got two smart phones; last year's models.
As the girls got older, Donna started to work. It was a minimum wage office job. Transportation was necessary, so we got her a small Honda Civic, just like I had. Her wages just about paid for the car expenses, lunches, and her new wardrobe requirements. It was a wash, but I was happy with that.
My name is William Smith. That is about as common a name as a man can get. I work as a parts puller for a local company that makes industrial compressors. The job is very repetitious, but I enjoy it. I was comfortable with both the position and the salary. At times I was offered promotions but turned them down. I did not tell Donna.
My second indulgence was one that I kept from my wife. I felt it would be prudent to save for our retirement. Every chance I got I would buy a one-ounce Krugerrand. I had over thirty in my basement safe, and I was just starting.
My final indulgence was a 1970 Dodge Challenger. My older brother, John, was killed working on an offshore oil platform. He left me the Challenger in his will. I was able to keep it up by myself, but the insurance premiums were a killer.
Donna had done well working for Gilbert Industrial. She got regular raises and promotions. During the first year, she talked about her job quite a bit, but then it started to taper off. Now, she rarely mentions anything at all about work or the people she works with. I knew something was not right, but could not put my finger on it. I was hoping to get a better idea of what was going on tonight.
The company gathering was sort of like a retreat. It was a weekend event. I felt out of place even having to go to it. I had met all of her associates at one time or another and I did not like any of them.
We left the interstate at Holbrook, and I was finally able to let the Challenger lose. She responded just as I knew she would. Donna was not comfortable with the speed but held her tongue. Yes, I did exceed the speed limit. No, I didn't care.
"Bill! What is the hurry? We have plenty of time to get there. Why don't you slow down a bit?"
"I am not anxious to get there. You know damn well, that I didn't want to go at all. I am just using this time to clean out the engine. She needs to run every once in a while."
"Please try not to be a spoil-sport. This weekend is important to my career. Mrs. Simpson said it would be essential for you to be here also." Marge Simpson was the wife of the company president, Glenn Robertson Simpson. It was old money and an old business.
"Why?"
"What do you mean?"
"Why is it important for me to be at this company event. I don't understand."
"Bill, it is necessary that you completely understand my new position in the company so that you can give me the support and backing that I need to do my job."
"I still don't understand."
"I am sure that Mrs. Simpson will be able to explain it to you when we get there."
"I have always supported you in the past. Why is it different now?"
"My new position has a lot of unique responsibilities. Marge said that you should be exposed to them gradually so that you can fully understand them. It might be difficult for you to comprehend at first, but she assured me that you will come around."
By the time we got to the lodge, my adrenaline was pumping. It didn't take a genius to understand what Donna was trying to say. It was going to be an interesting weekend. When we arrived, Donna walked into the lodge, leaving me to bring in the bags. I felt like I was being put in my place.
"Hey! Nice wheels, Mister Smith. What is it; a seventy or seventy-one?" It was Toby Wallace, the company officer boy/ gofer.
"Hi, Toby. How are you doing? It's a seventy."
Toby introduced me to his wife, Bonnie. They were sitting out on the front porch, but it seemed as if everyone else was inside. I did a glance around the parking area and guessed there were about sixteen cars and one beat-up old truck at the end of the lot. We spent the next five minutes talking about the Challenger.
"What are you doing outside? Why aren't you and Bonnie inside with the people?"
"It's not our type of crowd Mister Smith. We were hoping to leave early, but Mrs. Simpson insists that we stay around. We came up early today to help get things set up. The caterers all left about an hour ago."
"You're going to have to explain yourself. What's going on?"
"Something fishy, but I don't know exactly what. I don't want to get you upset, but I think it has something to do with your wife."
"Are you staying the full weekend?"
"No! That's why I got my truck parked over by the side, so I don't have to worry about getting out later." Things were getting more interesting every minute.
"Well, I better get this stuff up to our room. Let me know before you leave, okay?"
"Sure! Mister Smith! Be careful. Don't do anything stupid."
Luckily it was only two small carry-on bags. As I entered the lodge Mrs. Simpson caught my eye, smiled, and waved. Donna was waiting at the top of the stairs for me and looked a bit aggravated that it took me so long to get in.
"It's about time, Bill. We have a few hours to get ready for the evening. Get cleaned up and put on something presentable. It is going to be a special night and I want everything to be perfect."
"If it's alright with you, I am going to take a stroll around the property for a bit to wind down. I'll be back in plenty of time."
I noticed that I got a little smirk as I left the room.
There was a slight chill, which made my stroll a bit more pleasant. As I estimated, there were indeed sixteen cars. They were mostly Mercedes, with a few Jaguars and a Lexus thrown in. Four of the autos had out-of-state license plates. I was a bit confused trying to figure out how a woman in my wife's position would qualify to fit in with people of that caliber. She, or should I say, we were definitely out of our class. Something was not right.
I noticed that Toby and Bonnie were loading their bags in the truck. I waved and walked over to chat a bit.
"I see that Mrs. Simpson decided to let you leave."
"Not really. We are sort of sneaking out."
"I don't feel comfortable here, Mister Smith. Toby thought that maybe we should stay, but I talked him out of it." Bonnie was quick to add.
"Could you do me a small favor and stick around until after the evening buffet. I am a bit worried also, and I would appreciate it. I have no idea what is going on, but I don't like it. Great minds think alike. Isn't that right Bonnie?" She blushed a little at my meager humorous attempt.
"I think we can. There were crab and oysters on that serving line." I think I was going to like Toby.
===========================================
I did dress up as my wife insisted. Before we got to the buffet, our hostess took my arm and walked me to a quiet alcove.
"We are so pleased that you choose to come tonight to support Donna. This is a big step in her career and it is important that she has your full support. The increase in salary and benefits is very substantial and I am sure you will be happy with it."
"Excuse me for asking, but what is the position that we are talking about? Donna has been a bit evasive. When I question her about it, she usually just blows me off and tells me to wait until tonight."
"Nothing to worry about William, I think she just wants to surprise you."
"You didn't answer my question."
"There is no official title. I guess you could just say that she is a Personal Assistant"
"I see. Well, the buffet looks good. Thanks for the explanation, Mrs. Simpson."
"Marge! Please, call me Marge."
I spent the next hour or so sampling everything on the line. Donna was busy socializing with the important people so Toby, Bonnie, and I got to spend a little more time together. We were just wrapping things up when Mrs. Simpson came over.
"William, Donna said that you brought your sporty little car with you tonight. I was wondering if you wouldn't mind making a little booze run for us?"
I smiled and nodded my head.
"There are three cases of wine at the ABC store in Holbrook. They are already paid for, so all you have to do is drive down and pick them up. There shouldn't be any problems, but if there are, just call me. Make sure you take your phone with you."
"I'd be glad to Marge. I'll let Donna know and be on my way."
As she walked away I glanced over at Toby. "Meet me outside in five minutes."
Donna just smiled when I informed her that Mrs. Simpson had asked me to help. Her only comment was "Don't forget your phone." Interesting that they both empathized the same thing.
======================================
"Toby, I need a favor." He smiled as I threw him the keys to the Challenger.
"You're serious?"
"Drive it down to Holbrook and pick up the three cases of wine at the ABC store for Mrs. Simpson. I have a feeling that there might be a problem of some sort which will result in a delay; if you know what I mean."
Toby smiled and nodded.
"Here is my phone. Just put it on the dash. If it rings, don't answer it. Whatever you do, don't turn it off. Any questions."
"How long do you want us to stay away?"
"At least two hours and top off the gas before you start back to the lodge. Enjoy!"
It was a bit chilly outside, but at least I had the foresight to put on a comfortable jacket. Now all I had to do was wait and watch. You could see most of the inside of the lodge from various places on the back porch. A thermos of coffee would have been nice, but I didn't plan that far ahead. I found a comfortable spot where I could see in, and not be spotted.
Donna appeared to be the center of attention. I still didn't know why, but I had a good idea. She was smiling, laughing, and mingling like a movie star. About twenty minutes later Mrs. Simpson and Donna carefully looked at Donna's cell phone. I knew exactly what they were doing; checking my location. Well thanks to Toby, I was now just about into Holbrook. They both smiled as Mrs. Simpson held up her hand and started to speak. Unfortunately, I could not make out what was being said, but everyone in the room seemed to be quietly approving what they heard. It almost seemed like low-level applause.
Glenn Robertson Simpson walked over and took Donna's hand. They started up the main staircase and stopped. He raised his and her hands up in the air similar to a victory salute and they both laughed. I was able to hear the cheering in the room as they ascended the stairs.
I still had about an hour and a half until the Challenger would be back. I decided to take my time and enjoy myself. I always had my trusty Buck pocketknife with me. It was a gift from my daughters about ten years ago. It was good steel and held a sharp edge. I looked over my target area and figured that I would start with the cars closest to the lodge. I took my time. There was no rush. I carefully placed each valve stem in my jacket pocket. I didn't want to lose any, and I didn't want to litter the Simpson's driveway. Sixteen cars and sixty-four valve stems.
I had almost an hour to go. What to do? What to do?
Four of the cars were locked. The rest were all open, so I started at the closest one to the lodge again and removed the registration slips. Some were on the visors, but most of them were in the glove boxes. I had no idea what I was going to do with them but thought that they might be nice to have in the future.
I still had a thirty-minute wait until Toby got back. I decided that the valve stems on the spare tires had to go. Since I had access to the cars, I also had access to the trunks. Twenty minutes later I had ten more valve stems. Two of the cars had no spare tires.
I know it was petty and juvenile, but it gave me a bit of light satisfaction. I am not a big fan of confrontation, so anything that I did or intended to do would be low and sneaky. I had no self-image problems, so I did not feel the need to come across as manly or heroic. I'll let all of the alpha males assume that role.
Twenty minutes later the Challenger returned. Toby and Bonnie both seemed to have enjoyed the ride. He verified that there was indeed a delay at the ABC store, as I expected, and it looked liked it was pre-planned. There were no calls to my cell phone while they were gone. I turned it off and took out the SIM card. They were anxious to get home. I thanked Toby, wished him a safe trip, and strongly recommended that he find another job as soon as possible.
I am sure that the cases of wine in the truck were pretty expensive. It was an easy problem to solve. I just put all three cases on the front porch of the lodge. There was no way that I wanted them to accuse me of stealing anything.
The trip home was relaxing.
There wasn't too much at the house that was important to me; a few personal papers, my laptop, and my Krugerrands. Originally, I was going to torch the house before I left, but that would have made Donna a martyr. I didn't want to do that. I was on the road within two hours. I did not feel the necessity to leave the traditional note or wedding ring. Let her figure it out.
I was in no rush and had no destination in mind. I drove for two days. It was Monday morning when I called into work and gave notice. I requested that my final check be sent to my parents' house in Carlisle. They were not happy that I quit without given notice. I apologized but did not offer an explanation.
You can always count on a good breakfast at Waffle House. I picked up a local Merchandiser paper on the way in and found an interesting help wanted ad for a local supermarket. They were looking for a person to stock shelves between ten PM and six AM. After breakfast, I checked out the market. It was in an eclectic, older section of Chattanooga. I spent the next hour driving around the neighborhood. There were a lot of older craftsman cottages and a few mobile homes in the immediate area. I could be happy in a small trailer but was hoping for a step up. Then, I happened to stumble across a sign offering a garage apartment for rent.
I hadn't inquired about the market job yet but didn't want to lose out on the garage apartment. The garage was not included, but when I offered fifty dollars a month more rent, they went for it. It was a small, one-bedroom unit with only a half bath. It was sort of furnished; bed, dresser, table, and chairs. The rent was right, and the location was right, so I took it. I'll solve the bath problem later. At least I had a home for the Challenger.
The supermarket situation was a bit different. They had plenty of applicants, but not too many that they felt comfortable leaving alone at night in the store. I explained my situation to the owner and didn't mince any words. What clinched the job for me was when I offered to work under the table, with no benefits and at a dollar less than they wanted to pay. They never even asked for my Social Security Number. I was happy and they were happy. It was a ten-minute walk from the apartment.
I spent the rest of the day getting settled in my new home. The landlord gave me the access code to his Internet, which I thought was nice.
After a quick trip to the local Goodwill, I had some kitchen stuff and a small microwave. I also got some linens and cleaning supplies. That night I canceled my life insurance policies. I decided not to mess with the banking or credit cards. What can she hurt?
Both of our daughters were now married. That made my leaving a bit easier. No grandchildren yet, but I am sure it wouldn't be too much longer.
.
I called my daughter, Lara, and let her know that I was okay. I ask her to be available to help her mother if necessary. Lara was aware that I had left, but Donna had given her no other information. She promised to update her sister Linda. I deleted all the calls from my wife and turned it off again.
I needed a shower! Maybe tomorrow.
Not everything was perfect. I had to find a secure place for my gold. I realized that what I had was not considered to be significant, but to me it was important. For some strange reason, I ended up getting a safety deposit box in Huntsville, Alabama. I was hoping that they couldn't connect it to me in Chattanooga. Of course, I was completely wrong, but I felt that I had at least tried. It was almost a two-hour drive, but I didn't mind.
The garage door at the apartment was fairly secure, but I installed a new hasp and a heavy-duty lock, just to make sure. I had to protect my baby.
It did not take long to get settled in at my new job. The first three nights they had a man work with me, and then they left me on my own. I didn't have to do anything in the produce or the meat department. The biggest pain was in the frozen food section. I had everything under control after the first two weeks.
For twenty dollars down and ten dollars a month, I got a Planet Fitness membership, which solved my shower problem. The big downside was that I had to give them a credit card number. I had to make another trip to Huntsville to get a credit card at my new bank. I was beginning to see how hard it was to get completely off the grid. Some modifications were going to be necessary. I had no idea how hard Donna would try to look for me, or if she would try at all. To hell with it! I'll deal with that problem when it comes.



In no time, I had the routine down pat. I started work at ten PM and finished at six. It was a twenty-minute jog, or thirty-minute walk, to Planet Fitness. I had originally joined primarily just for the shower facilities but gradually started using the other gym equipment. By the end of the first month, I was getting almost two hours of gym exercise every day. I felt better and I was also losing a little weight. I never considered myself to be heavy, but I was a bit flabby.
It felt good to get back into a routine. I was comfortable with my new job and enjoyed it. It was repetitious, but it was also different. Hard to explain, but I am sure you can figure out what I mean. I did my job and they left me alone.
The gym was also a good selection. In no time at all, I had decided what exercises I liked to do and which ones to avoid. I discovered that I got no pleasure or enjoyment working with heavy weights. Since I was running to my workout every day, the treadmills held no interest for me. I started each day with the Planet Fitness circuit workout. That took about thirty minutes. I then spent twenty minutes on the C2-rowing machine, twenty minutes on the stair stepper, and finished up with twenty minutes on an upright bike.
I never got a TV, but I did get a used desktop computer with a nice size monitor. My daily entertainment consisted mostly of You Tube videos. I didn't cook much but did find that my eating habits sort of evolved a bit. Although it was not my intention, I found myself drifting toward a KETO-type diet. Combining that with my odd working hours, I realized that I was also doing a bit of fasting.
After three months, I was feeling better and losing weight. It was time to call my daughters again. This time I called Linda.
"Hi! Linda, It's your Dad."
"Well, it is about time. We were all concerned about you. Are you okay?"
"Yes. I am great. Don't worry about me. I have always been able to take care of myself. I am calling just to make sure that your Mother is doing okay."
"Mom is doing great. It seems like she got a raise at work and loves her job. She is, however, extremely pissed at you. She said that you deserted her at her promotion celebration and then left home like a hurt little boy. Those are the words that she used. She said you were jealous of her success."
"Well, I am sorry, but I can't add anything to that. Until she is ready to tell you the truth, that is all I have"
"She said that things are a bit tight without your income, but with her raise she can handle it."
"Well, I am happy for her. Did she tell you anything about her new job?"
"Just that she is making more money and gets to travel a lot."
I did not respond. After a slight pause, Linda started up again. "Will you be coming home for Christmas?"
"I don't think so. I'll try and send something for you and Lara."
"We don't need or want anything, Dad. We would rather have you here."
"Sorry bout that! I have to go now. Tell Lara I said 'hello'. Bye."
I felt a little down in the dumps. I got the feeling that my daughters did not understand the situation and felt that I was the reason for all of the problems. I wasn't happy about that but did not feel that I was obligated to explain myself. It was apparent that there was no remorse on my wife's side. I found myself getting a little bitter. From what my daughter said, Donna was doing quite well without me. I still didn't understand why she wanted me at home. I finished off my case of Black and Tan and spent the weekend despondent. My beer consumption had been increasing.
As the weeks went by, I found things improving nicely. I was doing well at work and got a raise that I was not expecting. They gave me free reign as far as my duties were concerned and in a very short time, I had streamlined and improved the stock replenishment system. I provided a weekly report that they used to set inventory levels and establish reordering intervals. The store's overall computer system was already doing this, but they seemed to appreciate the manual input.
My living arrangements were ideal for my situation and well within my budget. My weight was down and I was building some muscle. In the right lighting, I could see a six-pack. I stopped shaving and now had a full head of hair just long enough to make a small ponytail. My whole image seemed to have changed and I seemed a bit fearsome.
My gym workouts were getting easier and a bit longer. An unexpected side effect was that I was also making a few friends at the gym. They were not really friends, but more like acquaintances. I was very careful around the female gym rats because I did not want any impropriety problems. With the guys, it didn't matter. In fact, we were poking fun at each other regularly. There was however one very unusual union that cropped up.
Her name was Harry, or at least that was what everybody called her. She was not very friendly and seldom talked to anyone. I turned out to be the exception. She was there every morning and worked steadily for at least two hours. It was an intense workout, not a frilly yoga-type routine. I guessed that she was about mid-forties or so. Hard looking and always wore sweat pants and a sweatshirt. All the other females were showing off their bodies with tight latex and skimpy outfits; not Harry.
I took a good bit of razzing because I was the only male in the whole cage that she talked to or even looked at. I didn't encourage her, but I also didn't turn her away in any fashion. To be honest, I was a bit flattered.
Several months passed and I had not contacted either my daughters or my wife. I just could not force myself to do it. I made several trips to Huntsville to add to my Krugerrand collection. Then things started to change.
"William! Could I speak with you a moment?"
This was not a usual conversation starter with Harry. She called me 'William' when all the guys used 'Bill'. Come to think of it, she had never really referred to me by my name before.
"Sure. No problem. Is there something that I can help you with?"
"As a matter of fact, there is." We both took a bench and got comfortable.
"I have a company affair that I have to attend Friday evening and I need an escort. I will take care of all the expenses and I only need you to go with me. I notice that you don't drive so I will also provide transportation. If it is necessary, I can reimburse you."
I hesitated and she quickly picked up on it.
"I'm sorry. Did I do or say something wrong?"
"No! Not at all! It is just that I have a few skeletons in the closet so to speak. If you can work around them I will be happy to help you out."
"Okay! What are the problems?"
"First of all, I am married."
"Oh! Crap, you never mentioned a wife. I guess that queers the whole deal."
"No, not at all. I just wanted to let you know upfront. I have not seen or talked to my wife in over nine months. I don't even know if I am still married."
"Have you filed for divorce or separation?"
"No."
"Next?"
"I do not have anything appropriate to wear. No suit, jacket, dress shirts, or regular shoes. I have no use for any of that stuff, so I don't have it."
"No problem. I can take care of that. This is why I am asking a week ahead."
"I do work nights, but I think I can get the evening off with no problem."
"I am glad you solved that one." She smiled when she said that. " What else?"
"Do you want me to shave or anything?"
"William, I like your beard and I like your hair, but to be honest you are a bit scruffy. Would you mind if my stylist looked you over Friday afternoon?"
"Stylist?" She smiled and I groaned and nodded that it was okay.
So started my relationship with Harry, professionally known as Harriet Parker, attorney at law.
Tuesday, I ended up at Jos. A. Banks. Not really a high-class place, but a step above anything I had ever been at. Harry had arranged for my visit ahead of time. I ended up with two pairs of pants and two sport coats. They topped it off with a couple of shirts and a few ties. I exerted myself a bit by adding two turtle neck shirts to the pile. I always liked them and thought that they would look good with sport coats. Harry had prepaid everything.
On the way home, I picked up a new pair of decent shoes and some underwear. I needed the new underwear because of my recent weight loss. The shoes were moccasin style, but still classy.
My visit to the stylist went well on Friday. The guy that was taking care of me was easy to get along with and did a good job. He left me with a close, neatly trimmed beard and changed my ponytail into a sort of short modified mullet. I don't know the actual term, but it was long in the back. He assured me that it would be a lot easier to maintain. I liked it. He didn't talk much about Harry but did say that I was a lucky fellow.
Harry showed up at the apartment at six on the dot. She did not get out of the car but did a short beep. The Lexus looked out of place in my neighborhood. I went with the gray jacket and gray turtleneck. I thought that I looked pretty good, but I have no point of reference. I was thankful that she was driving because I did not know my way about the city.
"Harry, before we go in can you explain what exactly I am expected to do or not do tonight?"
"The first hour or so will probably be socializing. You don't have to get involved with any of that. Most of the people here will be big feeling snobs that you don't want to have anything to do with. Avoid them if you can. Mainly, I want you to stay close to me and keep the letches away. Try not to be obvious, but don't let any of them elbow you out. See that I have a drink in my hand at all times ginger ale or mineral water. Be friendly and agreeable and whatever you do, don't lose your cool. Basically, you are Arm Candy. Make them think that we are a couple."
"I never thought of myself as that kind of a guy. I don't have a lot of experience doing things like that."
"Are you going to be able to handle it?"
"You bet! Oh. Is there any food?"
"After about an hour we will each get a $500 plate of rubber chicken, and listen to some speeches. When that is over, there will more glad-handing. Oh. By the way, you look good."
It was at that point that I realized that I had not complimented her on her dress or her hair. I really was out of my element.
The first part of the evening went exactly as she had explained. I found my role to be a bit easier than I had anticipated. The room was full of unattached males, all of them with expensive suits and big watches. Harry did look good and most of them knew that she was not married. Quite a few of them took the time to stop by and chat her up a bit. They were testing the waters so to speak. I found myself giving them all a squinty eye stare, like Charles Bronson. Amazingly, it worked. Every time, I left her side to refresh her drink another vulture swooped in. A few of them brought her drinks, which she quietly handed off to me to dispose of. Harry glanced at me a couple of times and sort of smiled; sort of.
At last, we got to sit down. Three hundred chicken dinners appeared from nowhere. It was a pathetic plate of food. I am not what you would call a fussy eater, but this was different. I kept thinking about the five hundred dollars. Harry sort of leaned over to me.
"William! Do you want to blow this place?" She tried to use a Bogart accent, but it didn't work.
I didn't answer her. I just stood up, took her hand and we quietly left. I don't think anyone even noticed.
When we hit the parking garage, she kicked off her shoes and threw me the Lexus keys. "Find us some real food, William."
Twenty minutes later we were at Hillbilly Willy's. We each had a full rack and a long neck. She was no stranger to the Tabasco. Both of us ignored the side of fries. The bibs were eagerly welcomed. While we were eating, I noticed one unusual thing; her evening gown had long sleeves. Most of the women's gowns all had short sleeves or none at all. She was also still barefoot and it didn't seem to bother her at all.
Things quickly got back to normal. My evening with Harry was enjoyable, even though it didn't end up with any intimacy. We continued with our normal gym relationship. Three weeks later Harry had another function that required an escort. I accepted of course. I felt obligated to explain the situation to my boss and he found it to be quite amusing. Under the circumstances, he told me that it would not be necessary to ask permission for time off, just leave him a note. He more or less told me that I was responsible for my own time and to handle it accordingly.
Harry's daily gym workout was pretty heavy. She kept her heart rate up and she sweated quite a bit. She was always fully clothed. Most of the female gym rats wore sports bras and shorts. Harry wore sweatshirts and long pants. It didn't seem to make sense, but I was not going to bring it up.
Our second night out was similar to the first except that there was no food and there was more drinking. More drinking meant more lizards sniffing around. Every other guy who approached her brought a fresh drink. I was busy most of the evening collecting and disposing of the unwanted glasses. One of the more obnoxious guys finally got my goat. I took him aside and quietly told him that if he hit on my fiancée one more time, I was going to clean his clock. He disappeared for the rest of the evening. So did a lot of the other sleazes. I didn't realize that I had become so menacing.
We went for Sushi after the gathering but ended up eating forty dollars worth of Sashimi.
It was another fun, platonic evening.
Two days later Harry surprised me, while I was doing my rowing. "Why didn't you tell me we were engaged? I was a bit embarrassed yesterday when some of my workmates asked me about it." She didn't wait for an answer, but she did smile.
I called Lara. She said that Donna had been avoiding her and Linda. All Lara knew was that Donna was traveling a lot and that people were staying over at the house on a regular occasion. I asked her if her mother had filed for divorce and she had no idea. It had been several weeks since she or Linda had had any contact.
For some reason, I was pissed off. The more bottles I emptied the worse it got. The next morning, I got one of the flat rate boxes at the Post Office and mailed 74 valve stems to Glenn Simpson at Gilbert Industries. I included a short note. 'Thanks for a fun evening'. It had been well over a year since the party, but I was pretty sure that he would remember it. I missed the gym that day. I didn't want to work out with a hangover.
I did get the third degree from Harry the next day. I promised to explain everything to her the next time we had supper together. She picked me up at six that night.
Harry took me to Ruth's Cris Steak House. It was my first time in a place like that. I did dress up nice for her. She listened quietly and passed no judgment the entire night. I was back at my apartment in time for my work shift.
Harry had one more question for me the next day at the gym. 'Did I know any of the people who were at the lodge that night?' When I told her that I had the names and addresses of everyone that was there, her eyes lit up. After our workout, she stopped by the apartment and I gave her an envelope with 12 car registrations. She grabbed them and kissed me on the cheek.
There are 15 kinds of lawyers. Harry was a personal injury lawyer. She tried to explain it to me, but I just smiled, and ask her what this was going to cost me. All I got for an answer was another kiss on the cheek.
Three days later I got a call from my daughter Linda. Donna had called her to see if she knew where I was. Some sort of a problem had cropped up at Donna's workplace and she was in the middle of it. She was not happy and needed to talk to me immediately. Linda refused to tell her anything. I wonder if Glenn got those valve stems.
I called Harry and told her that I would be picking her up in twenty minutes. Her office was in an upscale strip mall. It was nice, but not too flashy. Harry had never seen the Challenger. The subject of my car ownership never came up before. The sound of the engine preceded my arrival and resulted in several curious onlookers from her office as she walked out to the car. I came around to open the door for her and smiled at all of the gawkers. Harry was laughing when she got in the car. "Well played William! Well played!"
"I guess you will want an engagement ring now?"
"In good time. Don't rush it."
I kept the Challenger under control until we crossed the Tennessee River. Then I started to let her open up a bit. Route 72 going into Huntsville is a nice stretch of road, but not the best place to show off. We were seated at Dreamland within two hours.
"William, all of the people that were at the lodge that night were served today."
"What do you mean served?"
"It is a lawsuit. The actual term is 'malicious conduct contributing to the deterioration of a marriage."
"There is really such a thing?"
"It appears that all of the required categories had been met. Their conduct was intentional, it was extreme, and it caused you severe emotional distress."
"That must be why my wife was upset."
By that time, we each had a slab of Dreamland ribs in front of us. The conversation slowed down a bit.
Harry had just finished sucking her last rib when she looked up. "What do you mean, your wife was upset?"
"My daughter Linda called me today and said that Donna needed to talk to me. There was a big problem at work and she was involved in it in some fashion. I don't know any more than that."
"Glenn Simpson and Gilbert Industries are being sued for one million dollars. The other eleven people are being sued for one hundred thousand each."
"I am not trying to be a smart ass or anything, but do you think that that will work?"
"Of course! Maybe not as cut and dry as it looks, but I think a few interesting things might happen."
I wanted another long neck, but could not risk it because of the long drive home. Harry could risk it and enjoyed gloating as she drank the lager.
I was feeling a bit frisky as we exited the restaurant, so I casually asked Harry if she would like to get a room and go back in the morning.
"I'd like to, but I can't."
"We can leave early if you'd like."
"That's not it. Let's just go now. I'll explain it to you on the way home."
Everything was quiet in the car for the first twenty minutes, and then she started to open up. It seems that eight years ago Harry weighed almost three hundred pounds. She decided to diet and exercise rather than get bypass surgery. She lost 140 pounds. Unfortunately, she was plagued with twenty pounds of loose flabby skin. It took five surgeries to remove the excess flesh, and she is now left with scars across her whole body. Harry is a brave outspoken woman, but she admitted that she was very self-conscious about the scars. She avoided dating and any contact with male friends. For some reason, she felt comfortable with me but didn't know why.
I dropped her off at her house, walked her to the door, and gave her a small kiss on the cheek. She thanked me for the meal and had a small tear in her eye as I left.
We continued our platonic dating. We both seemed content with it.
Nickajack markets seemed to be popular with the local folks. In less than two years they had added two additional stores and were looking for more. The owners were serious when they offered me a full-time position as inventory manager for all three units. They did however insist that I become a regular hire, which meant that I had to go fully legal. At this point, it didn't seem to matter anymore, so I accepted. Harry was happy, so I was happy.
Several more weeks passed. I had not heard from my daughters for quite a while and then I got a short text message on my phone. "Mom got fired!"



That complicated things a bit. I now had a regular job with a decent salary and Donna was no longer working. At this point, I was afraid that I would end up getting screwed in a divorce. Then things got worst.
"William, I have some good news for a change." Harry was serious and I was all ears.
"Three of the eleven people that we sued have settled."
"What does that mean?"
" Since we had only sued for one hundred thousand dollars, they were advised by their insurance companies to just go ahead and pay it and avoid any public litigation. It was covered by their insurance, so it was no great personal loss to them."
"You mean we might get some money out of this?"
"William! I already got three checks. There might be more coming."
"Do you think this might have something to do with Donna getting fired?"
"I'm pretty sure that it was."
"Is this going to screw up my divorce?"
"Did you file yet?"
"No! Not yet. I was going to ask you to help me with it."
Harry had a really big smile on her face. "William. Pack a small bag and get the Challenger ready. We are going to take a road trip to see your wife. We will leave Thursday morning early."
Now I was smiling.
We left at six AM and checked into the Sheraton ten hours later. The Challenger was happy. I called Linda and asked her to bring Donna and Lara to lunch at the Reading Motor Inn the next day.
The conversation at supper was a bit awkward. Picking and choosing off the Red Lobster menu was fun and we ended up spending more money than we anticipated. We didn't care because it was a celebration of sorts. Our conversation was varied and convoluted. Why? We were both cautious about avoiding the elephant in the room. We were spending our first night together. We were friends without benefits for over a year. The last thing I wanted to do was make her feel uncomfortable.
While I won't get into the details of the evening, I will say that it was not nearly as traumatic as we anticipated. We were both a little bit rusty but managed to get through it with the expected results. She seemed relieved that I was not repulsed and I was happy that it was not near as bad as she led me to believe. We were a couple of happy fools. We had a late breakfast in the morning.
Donna and the girls were waiting at the table when we arrived. I wore one of my new sports coats with a dark turtleneck. I looked good. Harry wore one of her lighter business suits, sort of casual professional. My wife and my daughters looked at me in amazement.
"Donna, Linda, Lara. This is Harriet Parker, my confidant, and attorney. Harriet. My wife Donna and daughters, Linda and Lara." It was awkward, but the best I could do."
Before we could get to any meaningless chitchat the waiter showed up to take the drink orders.
"I am not hungry. If you don't mind I'll just have coffee." Donna was first to break the silence.
I quickly glanced around the table and came to the same conclusion. "Why don't you just bring us five coffees and leave a pot on the table."
The waiter nodded and everyone seemed relieved at the decision.
"It is nice to see you again, Bill. Would you care to bring us up to date on what you have been doing the last few years?" Donna had a slight smirk when she said it.
"Just working and allowing you the freedom to find yourself or whatever you were doing." Harry slightly kicked me under the table.
"I needed you and you deserted me."
"You might have needed somebody, but it wasn't me."
"Mom! Dad! Quit it. I am sure you didn't set up this meeting so that you could sit and snipe at each other. Dad! What are we here for?" Linda was being very assertive.
I could see that this was going to be a very short gathering. I was at a loss. I glanced over to Harry for a hint of some kind as to how to go forward. She ignored me but took over the conversation.
Harry reached in her purse and pulled out an envelope. She handed it across the table to Donna. "Mrs. Smith. This is a divorce petition. I think that you will find it very fair. I suggest that you take it to your attorney and have him look it over."
Lara and Linda both looked astonished. It was easy to see that they were not expecting this. Donna however had a big grin on her face. She didn't take the envelope from Harry, but reached under the table and got a similar one from her purse.
"You stupid jerk. I divorced your wimpy ass eight months ago for desertion. You never got a copy because I didn't know where to send it. It is final. Whatever you got here is worthless. There is nothing that you have that I want anyhow." Her smile turned into a big smirk.
The waiter returned with our coffee and a full urn for the table, just as Donna was getting up. She smiled at Harry and me and gave the girls a weird look before leaving. She left both envelopes on the table.
"Dad. Can we all stay for lunch? I hear that they have a really good quiche here." Lara said. Harry and I had a small laugh and asked the waiter for menus."
Harry, Lara, and Linda had a great lunch and conversation. I felt like I was eating alone. I never did understand women too well. The girls all exchanged phone numbers and promised to keep in touch.
After returning to the room, I started packing.
"William. I thought that we were staying another night."
"We are, but not here. Hurry up and pack."
One hour and thirty minutes after that, we were in Elkton, Maryland. Thirty minutes later, Harriet Parker became Harry Smith. We spent the night in Luray, Virginia. I wanted to go further but we didn't make it.
We got a house with a three-car garage. That's another story.
The girls said that Donna had a fit when she found out I got two million dollars from Gilbert Industries. Donna moved to Iowa. I don't know why.
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There is no sex in this story.
It was an older church. The foundation was limestone blocks, but the structure itself was common old red brick. It had the required amount of stained glass windows and the large impressive double doors in the front. The attached buildings, however, were newer. As the neighborhood deteriorated, the church was able to pick up the vacant lots and expand. The homeless center and 'soup kitchen' were welcomed, in the Fishtown neighborhood.
Father Doyle ran a tight ship and was able to keep everything running, even in hard times. Parking was a problem in this part of the city, but there were enough people within walking distance to keep things afloat. Now, young professional people were moving into the neighborhood, and the houses that were left became desirable. Some of the newcomers were even interested in the church services.
oooOOOooo
"Good Morning, Daniel!" A tall, middle-aged man mopping the floor paused and looked up.
"It's a good day, Father, and good morning to you also."
"Do you have any plans for your birthday? I still think you should take the day off as I suggested."
"I am sort of. The ladies in the auxiliary are going to trim my beard. This afternoon, Miss Stella, in the thrift store is going to fit me up with a fancy sports coat that came in last week. She saved it just for me. It will be my first night out in almost eight years."
"Where have you decided to go?"
"I think I am going to try the Sheraton. I have enough money saved up to get just about anything that I want off of the menu. It is classy and a bit fancy. Since I am walking, I am going to treat myself to a nice glass of red wine. I intend to enjoy the evening. You only get to be fifty once."
"Do you have enough money?"
"I am good, father. Save it for someone that needs it."
They both had a quiet laugh and continued with what they were doing.
Daniel Brown lived in a small room in the basement of the Saint Vincent's Church for the last eight years. In exchange for room and board, Daniel kept all of the buildings clean and presentable. He took care of all the minor maintenance problems and coordinated any outside work when it was required. He also did some work for some of the poorer parishioners for token payments. Most of them were too proud to accept the help for free, but he didn't do it for the money. The church cafeteria provided him with all his meals.
One of the fringe benefits of working in Saint Vincent's was the free clothing available. Daniel didn't abuse the system, but the ladies in the auxiliary always put aside any new items that they thought would fit him. Normally, he was only interested in work clothes. For his birthday they had a nice corduroy jacket and pair of khaki pants. The brown wingtip shoes were a little over the top, but they were like new and fit perfectly. He planned on returning the jacket and shoes the next day but decided to keep the pants.
The grooming was another thing. Daniel felt like he was under attack. He got a shampoo, haircut, and beard trimming. He never had a beard until he came to Saint Vincent's. Now he couldn't imagine himself without it. They finished the onslaught with a manicure, his first-ever.
It was a fair walk to the Sheraton. One thing that became quickly apparent was that expensive wingtip shoes were not good for walking. He wouldn't make that mistake again. The restaurant was a bit fancy, but they did have a full menu posted outside of the entrance. The prices were a little higher than he had hoped for, but he brought enough money with him to cover just about anything that he decided on. There was no rush, so he took his time.
"Excuse me! Are you dining alone, or are you waiting for someone?" She was well dressed, well-groomed, and probably lost. It took a second for Daniel to realize that she was addressing him.
"I am sorry! What was that again?"
"My name is Marsha Nelson." she held out her hand, which Daniel politely took. "I am here to attend the Community Awards Ceremony in the Empire Room, and I desperately need an escort. I responded as a plus one, and I don't have a plus one. The meal is already paid for, so all you have to do is sit with me and listen to a few boring speeches. I would appreciate it."
"No strings attached?"
"No."
"What else do I have to do?"
"Just act pleasant and congenial and try and appear like we are a couple. It would help if you could look as if you were enjoying yourself."
Daniel gave one last longing look at the restaurant menu, turned, and sighed. "Okay! I guess I can do that. My name is Daniel. Daniel Brown."
Marsha Nelson took his arm, and they walked toward the Empire room. "Thank you."
The evening did not go as expected. He never mentioned to Marsha that it was his birthday. He recognized several people that were attending because they were regular attendees at Saint Vincent's. No one had a clue who he was. He mingled, and he chatted. Marsha was very happy.
He felt normal for the first time in nearly eight years. It was a pleasant feeling. The meal wasn't what he anticipated, but it was free, and the company made it a lot better. He missed female companionship.
Marsha gave him a ride back to the church. She did not question the obvious odd location. At last, he got to take off the horrible wingtip shoes. They would go back in the morning, and he would not make that mistake again. Daniel Brown slept well that night.
oOoOO oOoOO
Daniel was halfway through wiping down the pews when Father Doyle showed up.
"And how was your Birthday celebration, Daniel?"
"Very good, but not what I expected."
"You didn't get the lobster?"
"No! I ended up with sea bass. It was very good, but not lobster."
"How did that happen?"
"A very nice lady, by the name of Marsha Nelson, invited me to join her at an Awards Ceremony. It was a lot of fun, and the meal was free."
"Was that Marsha Nelson, the attorney?"
"I have no idea. She said that she ran a small advocate office downtown. I don't even know what that is."
"Daniel, she runs a legal clinic for low-income and homeless people. She is quite the big deal in the local community. You spent the evening with a very prominent lady."
"She seemed sort of normal to me. Anyway, I enjoyed myself, and I enjoyed her company."
"Are you going to see her again?"
"I don't think so. I don't know why she would want to."
oOoOO oOoOO
Two weeks later, Marsha Nelson was back. She needed an escort to a local charity auction. Rather than ask me, she asked Father Doyle if I was available. He thought that was quite humorous and continued to rib me about it for several weeks. She seemed a bit embarrassed when he told her about my situation. We ate supper at a small local restaurant before the event, and she insisted that I explain things to her.
"About eight years ago, I was living in West Chester with my wife, Caroline. Our daughter, Claire, had left for college the week before. We were just starting our life as empty-nesters, or so I thought."
"Was Claire your only child?"
"Yes. Caroline had been working the last ten years for a small company, called Bixler Enterprises, that made surgical tools. I had been with Perspective National Insurance as an actuary for the last twenty years. Between us, we were comfortable and content."
"That was eight years ago? Are you still married?"
"I honestly don't know. Maybe! I hope not, but as I said, I don't know."
"So, what happened?"
"It was pretty simple actually. One Friday night, I came home from work, and Caroline informed me that she was going to spend the weekend in the Pocono's with her boss, Carl Bixler. There was no discussion, no explanation, nothing. I didn't ask, and she didn't volunteer."
"Was this an ongoing thing?"
"I have no idea. All I know is that he is married, with two children, and he is at least fifteen years older than Caroline. I wasn't mad, just confused. I sat quietly, and ten minutes later, she was gone."
"That's it?"
"Well, sort of. The next day I took care of a few personal matters and then left. A week later, I was working for Father Doyle at Saint Vincent's."
You took nothing with you?"
"Not really. Are you ready to go to the auction now?"
"I guess, but I would rather you gave me a better explanation. Maybe later. Okay?"
"Okay."
The auction was fun. It consisted mainly of local arts and crafts with a few antiques and gift cards from local merchants. Marsha bid on a painting done by a local artist. I thought it was a bit amateurish, but she said it would go well in her office. I guess it was a community support expression.
Before dropping me off at the church, Marsha had one more question. "Did you contact your daughter since you left?"
"I called Claire the next day. After I explained everything to her, she told me that I was overreacting. I didn't argue with her, but I have also not spoken with her since."
Marsha didn't say anything. She thanked me for going with her, and I thanked her for inviting me. I think I should have bid on something at the auction. Maybe next time.
OoooOOOOoooo
I had to put up with a bit of teasing from Father Doyle for the next few weeks. There was also a bit of ribbing from the ladies in the thrift store and the dining room. It was all in good fun, and I took it as such.
And then Marsha returned.
"Daniel! I need another favor. I have a convention I have to attend next week. It is in King of Prussia, and we will have to stay overnight. Would that be a problem for you?"
"How do you mean?"
"Would sharing a room be comfortable for you. Or would you rather have your own.?"
"That all depends."
"On what?"
"Are you planning on taking advantage of me?"
"Would that bother you?"
I didn't answer, but I did get a big grin on my face. She understood.
Father Doyle had overheard the conversation and was laughing after Marsha left.
The affair in King of Prussia was considerably larger than the previous ones. It was statewide. Marsha and I mingled for about an hour. She mingled, and I just followed along and nodded my head at the appropriate times. I was getting pretty good at it, and I enjoyed it. And then things changed.
"Marsha! Marsha Nelson! Good to see you. It has been too long." I grimaced when I heard his voice. It was my lawyer and good friend Seymour. It has been over eight years since I had any contact with him. I was thankful that he did not seem to recognize me.
"Seymour Schlamp! You look the same as you did back in college. You have not changed a bit. How have you been?"
"Still fat, dumb, and happy. Yourself?"
"Skinny, smart, but not depressed." It was an in-joke, and they both laughed.
"Seymour, this is my friend Daniel. He is my escort for the evening." Seymour looked at me for the first time and started to smile. All of a sudden, he grabbed me in a big bear hug and started to shake me. "Danny! Danny boy. I didn't recognize you with that beard. You look, great buddy." My cover was blown.
"You two know each other?"
"Sure do! Danny and I went to grade school together. We were best buds for years; until he did a runner. Now it's a bit more professional."
"What does that mean?"
I put my hand on Marsha's and sighed. "Seymour is my estate guardian." That got me a confused look from Marsha and a grin from my buddy Seymour.
It was a little awkward for a moment, and then Seymour jumped in again. "Daniel, I need to see you so we can get a few things straightened out. I know you said you wanted your privacy, but the time has come and passed to rectify your account. Can you come to see me tomorrow?"
I looked over at Marsha for some type of support that I knew she would not be able to give me. "Where?" I asked.
"My office in Reading. All the papers and documents are there. We need to do this."
"Marsha! Can we drive over to Reading tomorrow?"
"Absolutely! I wouldn't miss this for the world. I love mysteries, and this is a doozy. I want to know everything, and Seymour is going to tell all. Aren't you?"
"For you, Marsha, anything. I'll see you both tomorrow, bright and early."
Seymour shook my hand and gave me another hug. "By the way, Danny, you have been a single man for over three years now. I'll explain it all tomorrow."
As Seymour walked away, Marsha gave me a mock, fierce look. "You have just five minutes to give me the condensed Readers Digest version of what is going on."
"When I told you about what happened when I left my wife, I mentioned that I took care of things. Well, Seymour took care of things for me. Normally when someone becomes an Estate Guardian, it requires a judge's approval, but not always. Since I was healthy and mentally competent, Seymour was able to legally set it up without judicial approval. I did sign a bunch of different 'powers of attorney forms as well as a whole slew of other legal documents. I trusted Seymour."
"Why?"
"I had to get away for a while, and I wanted to be isolated from Caroline. I also wanted to protect what little assets that I had."
"Assets?"
"I had some shares of stock, in my name, and a couple of mutual funds that I had started before I got married. I figured that since Bixler was a wealthy man, Caroline wouldn't be too concerned about the few investments that I had."
"Okay! Can I change the subject now?"
"I wish you would."
"Since you are now unmarried, how do you feel about changing our room to a king-size suite?"
"Are you trying to seduce me?"
"Absolutely."
oOoOO oOoOO
Seymour was waiting when we arrived bright and early. He had a whole bunch of documents arranged on a conference table and even had a secretary available. He seemed well organized for the meeting, which was out of nature if you knew Seymour.
Caroline had divorced me almost three years ago for abandonment. Since Bixler was very wealthy, she didn't want anything out of the divorce. Seymour tried to get her to sell the house as a condition of the divorce, but she declined. She said to let it go back to the bank, so he had her sign a few papers, and it all became mine. Seymour rented the house out and had been making the mortgage payments in my name since. The renters were more than willing to buy the house if I was agreeable.
My guardian lawyer also had filed state and federal income taxes for me for the past eight years. There were not very exciting tax returns, but they kept me legal.
My mutual funds and my stocks had done quite well. He had all the dividends automatically reinvested. I had forgotten all about the thirty Krugerrands he was holding for me.
Most of the meeting consisted of getting everything transferred back to me. Seymour had me sign several documents that relieved him of all further responsibilities for my property and my well-being.
Marsha seemed to get a bit of enjoyment out of the whole thing. She did have quite a few questions for Seymour about my ex-wife's present situation. He didn't have many answers.
I told him to use one of the remaining powers of attorney forms to sell the house. The last thing he did was hand me the bill for his services over the past eight years. Seymour wasn't cheap, but he made me far more than I needed to cover it. By the time we got done, I had quite a big pile of documents and a nice check. I quietly slid them over to Marsha and gave her a little smile. She grabbed them eagerly.
OoooOOOoooo
Father Doyle had mixed emotions about my leaving. On one hand he was happy for me, but on the other hand, he was sad to see me go. He did have a replacement lined up, and I had agreed to see that he was properly trained.
I guess you can figure out where I ended up going. Marsha and I decided to live together for a while before making any permanent arrangements. Her snazzy little row home was in an upscale section of Philadelphia within walking distance of her office. I got a job processing student loans and Pell grants at the Community College of Philadelphia. It was low-key and not too demanding, but very satisfying.
Meeting Marsha's family and friends was another thing entirely. All of them were well educated and successful in their chosen professions, but I had no trouble at all fitting in. Most of them were relieved that Marsha had finally found a companion.
Epilogue
Carl Bixler had been diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer's disease before his marriage to Caroline. Marsha very discretely notified his children of the situation. It took only a few months for them to have their father's marriage annulled before Caroline could assume financial control. She now found herself unmarried and unemployed.
Daniel still has had no contact with his daughter, Claire.



        

  
    Driven to Drive
  
  Driven to Drive

        She hesitated, he didn't.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/driven-to-drive

Title: Driven to Drive

Author: PAPATOAD

Category: Loving Wives

Description: She hesitated, he didn't.

Tags: cheating, mystery




Driven to Drive
There is no sex in this story.
I recognized him as soon as I saw him. The man having lunch with my wife, Marcy, was Craig Butler, her old college boyfriend from twenty-three years ago. Once a Frat boy, always a Frat boy. I didn't like him then, and I still didn't like him. She hadn't mentioned having lunch with anyone when I left for work this morning. I assumed that it was going to be a normal workday for both of us.
My name is John Turrell. Everybody calls me the xerox man, even though I don't fix them. It was a name I got years ago when xerox was the standard of the industry. Today, I take care of just about any type of office machine. I am not nuts about the job, but it paid the mortgage and put my two daughters through college.
Monday is my usual day to be in Harrisburg, but sometimes things change. I was urgently needed at the Americo Insurance Company in Allentown. I didn't need my regular service truck, so I took a company car. I finished quicker than I expected and decided to stop at The Outback for a quick lunch. She didn't see me come in or leave.
I found Marcy's yellow Mustang in the parking lot and waited for them to depart. The white company car was nondescript, so I had no trouble following them to a nearby subdivision.
It was a small ranch house. He pulled his BMW into the garage, but Marcy parked out front along the street. They got out of their cars and talked for a few minutes in front of the house. She was smiling and laughing. Every once in a while, she would shake her head 'no' but smiled when she did it. I was parked halfway down the street but had a good view. She finally gave him a small kiss on the cheek and walked back toward her car. He waited a moment and then waved as he went in the front door.
That was when things got nasty. Marcy opened her car door but did not get in. She hesitated. She sighed as she looked back toward the house. It seemed like a long time but was probably only a few seconds. I watched with fascination as she took off her wedding rings and placed them in the front seat console. She hesitated again and then took off her earrings. They appeared to be the diamond solitaires that I got her for her last birthday. They also went into the console, along with her cell phone.
She slowly walked up to the front door and knocked.
I wasn't big on confrontations, so I decided not to do anything stupid. I slowly walked over to the car, removed all the items from the center console, and then drove home to Reading. In less than an hour, I had quit my job and cleaned out the bank account. Two hours later, I was in Frackville having a beer with my brother, Ken. I left her rings, earrings, and phone on the kitchen table with no note or explanation. I was sure that she would be able to figure it out.
I spend the next few days with Ken and his wife, trying to drink all of the Yuengling in Schuylkill County. Friday morning, I was in Carlisle at the Franklin Driving Institute. Three months later, I had completed all of my training and apprenticeship requirements and became a fully certified over-the-road trucker. I had no trouble getting affiliated with the reefer division of Franklin National, which gave me a guaranteed income and a brand new rig to drive.
Shortly after I left, I called Clair, my oldest daughter. I explained what happened to her, and in return, I got a five-minute lecture on how insensitive and inconsiderate I was. I haven't contacted either one of my daughters since.
I got a new cell phone.
I will not bore you with the unbelievable complexities of interstate trucking. Between the government regulations and the company rules, it was truly oppressing. Yet, I persevered. I was happy, though a bit lonely.
For the next two years, I was able to stash away most of my salary. My needs and expenses were minimal. I did stop and see my brother a few times, but never overnight. Marcy had never contacted my brother, and he had no information on what her status was.
It didn't take long for me to figure out how to make the most of my time on the road. I got into various programs with Love's, Pilot Flying J, and Travel Centers of America. Free showers, laundry, and gyms made life a lot easier.
oooOOOooo
I met Norma Langford in Enid, Oklahoma. She was trying to buy gas with a dead credit card and cursing like a sailor. Being a gentleman, I asked her if I could help and was quickly told to mind my own business and go to hell.
Ten minutes later, I was just starting to enjoy a Chick-fil-a sandwich when she plops down at my table.
"I am sorry I acted like a bitch out there. Things are not going well right now, and it is not fair for me to take it out on you or anybody else."
I just looked at her and nodded.
"Norma. Norma Jean Langford." she held out her hand, and I gave it a half-hearted shake in response.
"John."
After a few minutes, she spoke again. "You offered to help when we were outside. I actually could use a little help. Is that offer still good?"
"What do you need?"
"Could you spare two bucks for one of those microwave burritos?"
I slid a ten spot across the table. "Here. Go over to the Chick-fil-a counter and get something decent." She grabbed it without hesitation and headed for the counter. Five minutes later, she returned with a tray and pushed three ones and some change back to me.
It took her twice as long to eat as it should have. She was a chatterbox. I finished my lunch and sat and watched her. It was a bit fascinating, to say the least. Her voice wasn't unpleasant, but it was continuous. She never said anything important, just ran on and on. As unusual as it sounds, I was not annoyed by it, in fact, it was just the opposite. The only conversation that I had with any woman over the past three years was with waitresses. I was smiling to myself over the ridiculous things she was saying.
When she finished, she picked up her tray and mine and cleaned off the table.
"So John. Where are you headed?"
"Provo."
"Oh, good. Can I get a ride with you?"
"What about your car?" A quick glance showed it was still sitting in front of the pumps.
"I don't think it is going to make it."
"Not without gas, it won't."
She didn't answer me. Finally, I got up and started toward my rig. Norma Jean followed me, acting as if I had said yes to her request. I opened the passengers' door, and she hopped in. She had no clothes or personal belongings. I have no idea what happened to the abandoned car.
No! I can not explain it, but later that day, we stopped at a Walmart, and I got her a few things; jeans, tops, underwear, and comfortable shoes. It was nice to have someone to talk to; I mean, listen to.
Norma Jean and I never had sex or even got close. It was a platonic relationship from the start and never anything more. She told me that her husband had died and did not elaborate further. She had no children, and her parents were retired in Florida. I did tell her about my situation with Marcy, and she seemed genuinely interested.
Norma Jean slept while I drove, and while I slept, she did the laundry and busied herself at the truck stops. My fuel purchases paid for her showers and occasional gym workouts as well as mine. It was a bit awkward at first but quickly smoothed out. A few times, Norma Jean asked me why I hadn't tried to have sex with her. I didn't have a good answer, so I just told her that I thought of her as a sister. She didn't push it.
Things were fine for about nine months. The only glitch that ever came up was her adamant refusal to enter the state of Pennsylvania. On two different occasions, I had to drop her off in Hagerstown and pick her up later.
And then it all came to an end.
I received a message from the home office that seemed a bit ominous. I was to return as soon as possible for a meeting with the Pennsylvania State Police and a representative from the National Transportation Safety Board. Norma Jean was not happy. She didn't talk to me for the last few hours before I dropped her off at one of the facilities in Hagerstown. I promised to pick her up the next day.
OooOOOooo
"MisterTerrell. I am detective Naranja from the Pennsylvania State Police and this is Bill Fritz from the NTSB." As if I was supposed to know what that was.
We were in one of the offices at Franklin headquarters. I felt like it was a police interrogation.
"Mister Terrell, do you know this woman?" Naranja slid a photo of Norma Jean across the table.
"Yeah! That's Norma Jean. She is my swamper. Been with me for over nine months now. Why?"
"What do you know about her?"
"Just what she told me. She had been married but, her husband died. She has no children, and her parents live in Florida. She talks a lot but doesn't say much. If you know what I mean."
"Anything peculiar or odd?"
"Yeah, I guess. She doesn't like mayonnaise. She hates County and Western music. She likes butter pecan ice cream."
"We mean personality-wise." Bill Fitz was trying to fit in.
"Well, she refuses to enter the state of Pennsylvania. Whenever I have a job requiring me to go into or through PA, she has me drop her off someplace. I pick her up later. Is that the kind of thing you mean?"
"Exactly."
"Would one of you gentlemen care to explain to me what I am doing here and exactly what you are trying to do? Norma Jean is a good friend and, I don't feel good about hanging her out to dry, especially when I don't know why."
"Bill Fitz leaned in close and ask "Where is she right now?"
"I don't know. I left her at Love's in Hagerstown."
Fitz immediately left the room. Naranja brought me a cup of coffee.
"Norma Jean is suspected of killing six men. Five of them were truckers. The first one was her husband. We are baffled because you are still alive."
"Bullshit!"
"It's a fact, Mister Terrell. It took a while to connect all the dots, but that is what happened. All six of them died immediately after having sex with Norma Jean. The FBI crime lab was able to collect and compare data from several hundred possible crimes scenes. Six of them matched. Norma Jean was the common factor."
"But I am still alive."
"Right! And there has not been a fatality in the last nine months. Other than the fact that you never had sex with her, we don't know why she stopped."
"How did she kill them?"
"It looks like she gave them sleeping pills or some sort of sedative and then put a plastic bag over their heads. She even left the bags there with her prints on them."
"All six of them?"
"Yeah! There might have been more than six, but that is all we know about at this point."
Bill Fitz came back into the room. "She is gone. They have her on CCTV earlier in the day, but she is gone now."
"How did you know that she was with me?"
"Hundreds and hundreds of hours searching CCTV footage from hundreds of service centers. Almost every picture that we found of her included you. Of course, it took a while to determine who you were. We were worried that you might be in this together."
"And now?"
"You're clear. By the way, your wife is anxious to hear from you."
"How would you know that?"
"That is the first place we went to to try and find you. We had no idea that you were estranged. Sorry if we screwed anything up. By the way, she is living in West Chester now, with her parents."
"Am I free to go?"
"Yeah!"
"First, I have to drop off a load. Would it be a bad idea for me to go back to Hagerstown?"
"Probably. But, we can't stop you. We will be looking for her, and you might lead us to her if you know what I mean."
"What you are saying is that by looking for her, I might inadvertently expose her."
"That is right."
oooOOOooo
No, I did not contact Marcy or either of my daughters. I was still a little bit bitter about her affair and my daughters' support of it.
I did not go back to Hagerstown when I left Pennsylvania. I wanted to, but I did not want to risk it for my friend's sake.
Three months later, I got a call from Detective Naranja. "John, I just wanted to let you know that she has struck again. This time it was back in Pennsylvania."
"Sorry to hear that. Was it another trucker?"
"No. Just a normal guy this time. His name was Craig Butler from Allentown."
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A The Art of Falling Story
*
This is not how I imagined my life would go. I have been miserable for eighteen years now and it looks as if there will be no relief. I don't even know how it happened. One minute I was a single, happy-go-lucky fellow and before I knew it I was married and not so happy.
Sherry was not what I would call a doll, but she was friendly and approachable. That was a big deal to a guy like me. Friendly and approachable meant that I could ask for a date and maybe not be shot down. It turned into a steady thing and a year later, after I got a full-time job at the Atlas Pump Plant, we were married.
Now, eighteen years later, I am still at the Atlas Pump Plant and I am still married. The biggest difference is that I now have two kids to boot.
I was always easygoing. I never wanted to be a boss or some kind of entrepreneur. I believed in the 'go along, get along' philosophy, whatever that is. Don't make waves and don't piss anybody off. It worked well for me in most cases.
What did I mean by in most cases? Well, it didn't work as far as my marriage was concerned. Sherry quickly figured out that she could use my unusual personality quirk to her advantage.
As a wife, I had few complaints about Sherry. She was a good cook, she kept a clean house, she was usually available for sex (the first few years), and she kept herself in good shape. On the other side, she quickly became bossy, when she realized she could get away with it, and she was not very thrifty. I always wanted to buy us a house, but every time I would get a few dollars together, Sherry found something to spend it on. As a result, we are still living in a rented house. Our credit cards were always maxed out.
Our home life was not all roses. Our son, Dwight, was sixteen and had been arrested twice for dealing drugs. One more time and he would not be released on probation. Our seventeen-year-old daughter, Gemma, was 100% pure goth. Her lifestyle was beyond my reach and fully supported by her mother. Family meals were nonexistent. I very seldom saw or had contact with either of my children. My wife made it very clear that I was to mind my own business and she would see to the kids.
As you can suspect, my relationship with my wife was no better. Several years ago she took a job with one of the local insurance agencies. I am not sure exactly what the job consisted of, but she enjoyed it so I kept my mouth shut, of course. She said it was her money and that she could spend it as she saw fit. That meant that it did not go toward food, rent, utilities, or other household expenses. It was used for clothes and beauty shop appointments. Over the years, her pay regularly increased and so did her wardrobe.
All this time, I was happily working away at the Atlas Pump Plant. I had worked my way up in the company and now I was the head parts puller. We didn't mass product pumps, we made special pumps for specific purposes. My job was to make sure that all the proper parts were available for each job. Not what one would consider a very impressive career goal, but I was happy and content. The salary was good and it had family medical benefits.
About five years ago, I suspected my wife was having an affair. It did take long to verify it because she did not feel the need to try and hide it. I accepted all of the usual lame excuses for her going out and never questioned her about anything. Why bother. Our sex life tapered off gradually until it was down to nothing. She didn't complain. I understood why she was getting such nice raises at work since her affair was with her boss, Malcolm Heard.
I started saving some money on the side. I also started a new hobby, wood carving.
I didn't know a thing about wood carving, but I did have a pocket knife. I quickly learned that serious woodcarvers normally do not use a pocket knife, although they like to depict that in movies and TV shows. After a while, I got a few nice knives and some other tools. I started carving small animal figures and progressed up to more elaborate things. I found the quiet time, alone in the basement to be relaxing and enjoyable. I figured out that I was actually a whittler and not a woodcarver. I am not sure what the difference is, but whittler sounded a bit more appropriate.
And then I discovered cottonwood bark. My whittling endeavors took on a new meaning. The only problem seemed to be the availability of good bark. I finally found a source of bark wood in Montana. Most of the cottonwood bark carvings seemed to be in the whimsical houses or wood spirit categories. I decided to concentrate on learning to create houses. As my fascination with the bark carving grew, my relationship with my family gradually disappeared.
My future was dire and I had no incentives or motivation to change it. I figured that I would die a lonely old man sitting in my basement whittling. I didn't care anymore.
And then I got a phone call.
"Hello!"
"Curtis? Curtis Langford?"
"Yes."
"This is Marsha Heard. Your wife works with my husband at Eagle Home Insurance. I believe we met a few years ago at one of the company gatherings."
"I am sorry Mrs. Heard, I don't recall meeting you. I haven't been to many of the company functions. I am usually not invited."
"Well, in any event, the company is having an awards ceremony this Friday and you should plan on attending. I think you will find it quite interesting. It is nothing formal, a suit and tie would be fine."
"I don't know Mrs. Heard. My wife is usually not too eager to have me going to any of these things with her. I think she is afraid that I will embarrass her or something. I don't think I will be able to make it but thank you for the invite."
"It is a bit more than an invite, Mister Langford. I really think that it would be in your best interest to attend. I have already reserved seats for you and your wife. They are serving prime rib."
"We'll see, but don't count on anything."
"I have confidence, Mister Langford. I will see you Friday."
It was an odd conversation with someone that I had never met. I had no interest or desire to attend any such gathering. What kind of spin would Sherry put on this when she got home. I was debating if I should even tell her about the call from Mrs. Heard. Maybe I should buy a new tie.
I decided to go online and order a new box of bark wood. I had a lot of carving to do.
Ooo000ooo
It was almost eight o'clock when my wife finally got home. I had already fed myself, as usual.
"Sorry for being late, Dear. We are working on a lot of claims because of that storm last month. Did you make something to eat?"
"Yes. Yourself?"
"We had a pizza delivered to the office."
"I got an interesting phone call from Mrs. Heard today. There is a company function Friday evening and she was confirming that we would be attending. I told her that you would probably be there, but not me. She insisted that it was essential that both of us come. I have no idea why and I didn't want to get into an argument with her. See if you can straighten it out before the end of the week."
"Why would Mrs. Heard be calling you?"
"I have no idea. I have no desire to go to any of your company's social functions. You know that! Just take care of it."
"It must be important if she would take the time to call you. Maybe you should just go for a change. It might be easier than aggravating her. You know of course that she is the actual owner of the company, not Malcolm."
"No! I didn't know that. I really don't care."
"Why are you being so hard-headed about this?"
"Why? Do you really want to know? It is embarrassing and humiliating to be around all of your coworkers since they know what our relationship is like. I don't understand why you would not do everything in your power to prevent me from going. Apparently, none of this bothers you."
"What the hell are you talking about. Everything you are saying is gibberish."
"Everybody in your company is aware of your relationship with Malcolm Heard. Whenever they see me they always smirk, giggle, or make snide comments. I can put up with it by avoiding them. That is why I just stay out of the way."
"Curtis, you are out of your mind. I don't know where you get these weird ideas. You are going Friday. That is the end of it. Buy a new tie. No! Forget that. I will buy you a new tie."
It was interesting, that she did not deny or defend her relationship with Malcolm Heard. She just let it all evaporate. If you don't discuss it, it doesn't exist.
This was the first time that I had ever said or inferred anything about her affair. There was no reaction from her at all. For years, I had been careful not to rock the boat and when I finally do, it turns out to be a non-event. It was as if she didn't care if I knew or not.
I decided that I needed an exit strategy. No more go along, get along. I had four days to get ready. Ready for what? I didn't know. Eighteen years of being the nice guy. I wasted half of my life.
OooOOOooo
By the time Friday rolled around I was ready. All of the options had been considered and one was chosen. The most difficult part was what to do with the children. They both were mine, I assumed, but I had no parental bond with either one of them. I tried but failed. Sherry had succeeded in alienating them from me and I let it happen. As a result, both of them were no longer my problem. All I was good for was providing funds for their existence.
Sherry spent a few minutes making sure that my tie was properly tied and I swear I saw her smirk while she was doing it. During the drive, I was reminded not to cause a scene or do anything to embarrass her. It was going to be a long night.
That never happened.
There were only about fifty or sixty people there and I didn't know any of them. Sherry quickly left my side and I made my way to the open bar, and a bottle of whatever beer they had available. I never even got to finish the first one when I noticed a few younger guys looking my way and smiling. As I turned away I was able to pick up the word 'cuck' and a few snickers.
"Hi! My name is Gary. Gary Jones. You're Curtis right? Sherry's husband?" He held out his hand.
I shook his hand and just nodded to him, silently affirming my identity. We stood quietly for a few seconds, neither one of us knowing where to take the conversation.
"So Curtis, how long have you and Sherry had this open marriage? I've heard about arrangements like that, but I never met anyone who was actually living it." He smiled and waited for some type of answer. He wasn't being a smart ass. To him, it was a serious question. I noticed a small group of women nearby who were looking my way and giggling. If I stayed here, it was going to be a long night. It wasn't even ten minutes since I walked in the door.
I put my half-empty bottle on the bar, turned to my companion, and shook his hand again. "It was nice to meet you, Gary Jones. Enjoy the rest of the evening." I turned and quietly left the building.
I spent the next hour getting my ten-year-old Outback loaded. I was glad that I spent as much time as I did preparing. I was trying to figure out if I wanted to take the George Foreman or not when my cell rang.
"Curtis? Curtis are you there? This is Marsha Heard."
"Yes! I am here. How can I help you, Mrs. Heard?"
"You disappeared. I saw you and your wife come in and then you were gone. You missed the important part of the evening. I felt that you should be here. "
"I don't understand. What exactly did I miss?"
"At eight o'clock this evening, my husband Malcolm was served with divorce papers, and your wife was also served a subpoena. Since I owned the company they were also fired. I wanted to do it in such a way that they would suffer the utmost humiliation. That is why I wanted you there. To embarrass your wife as much as possible."
"Wow! I am sorry I missed out on that. I applaud your creativity." I didn't know what else to say, so we had a bit of dead air.
"Are you going to be all right, Mrs. Heard?"
"Yes, of course. Why do you ask?"
"Just trying to be a bit considerate. Well, thank you for the call. I have to go now. Good luck with the business. Goodbye." I hung up before she could continue the conversation. I had a long drive ahead of me. The evening had turned out a lot better than I thought it would.
I took the George Foreman with me.
OoooOOOoooo
My brother Stan and his wife Barbara lived in Huntsville. Stan had his own business maintaining garage doors and gates at personal storage unit facilities. There were over a hundred storage facilities in the area and that meant thousands of overhead doors that constantly needed repair. He had more work than he could handle. Some of the larger facilities had in-house maintenance personnel, but for most of them, it was more economical to outsource the work.
I moved in with my brother and started my new job immediately. After working with him for three weeks, I got to go out on the jobs by myself. It was a nice change of pace. I kept my old phone but removed the SIM card. Stan gave me a new phone for the business. I also started to look for an apartment. Staying in the guest room would not work for too long.
I had no contact with Sherry or anyone from home. Nobody knew where I was. I got an Alabama driver's license, and tags on my Subaru. Life was good.
oooOOOooo
Everything was going great. I had a small apartment just a few minutes away from Stan and Barbara. One of the bedrooms was set up as a woodcarving area. I got a small air fryer to go with my George Foreman I didn't go full keto, but I did start watching my carbs. In six months I had lost thirty excess pounds.
I didn't miss my old life, but I felt that I had never got closure of any sort. I had expected that someone might look for me, but it never happened. Nobody cared that I was gone. They might have missed my money, but I was sure that they never missed me. I was never served with divorce papers or any demands for support of any type. I did lose a few nights' sleep, worrying about it, but quickly shed it with the help of a little Black and Tan.
Finally one day I decided it was time.
"Hello. Curtis is that you?" She sounded normal.
"Yes. I was just calling to see if you had filed for divorce yet."
"Why? Are you thinking of remarrying?"
"No, but I thought that you might. I don't want to stand in your way."
There was a slight pause. "Curtis, where are you? Are you thinking about coming home at any point?"
"I wasn't planning on it. As far as I am concerned, everything is fine just the way it is. How about you?"
"Not so good, I am afraid. Luckily, you called on a Sunday. Normally I am at work most of the day. I am working at the Waffle House every morning and I stock shelves at Krogers in the evening. It is the only way that I can afford the rent, utilities, and car insurance."
"Sorry to hear that. What happened at Eagle Home?"
I didn't get a reply. I waited a few moments.
Can't the kids help you out some? They are both old enough to get some kind of job."
"Dwight got caught dealing again and is serving two years at the juvenile center in Graterford. Gemma is in California with a guy named Rocco. I never got his last name. Not much help available there."
"Well Sherry, I am sorry that things are not working for you. If you do decide that you want that divorce, just let me know."
"How am I supposed to do that? I don't have an address and you keep your phone ......."
That was when I quietly hit the discontinue call button. I blocked her number and turned my phone off. I am going to have to get a new cell phone, maybe a smart one.
The turning point in my new life came the next month. There was an Arts and Crafts exposition at the Von Braun Center in Huntsville. Stan and Barbara insisted that I come. One of Barbara's childhood friends was going to be exhibiting and she wanted me to meet her. It sounded like some kind of set up which I resisted, but I did want to see the show.
Suzi Doyle had a display of small, sawdust-fired, ceramic figures. They were each about six to ten inches tall and had a unique black finish to them. The figures were odd. They were animals, but unlike any, I had ever seen. Several of them seemed to be penguins but had heads like pelicans. I noticed some small cat figurines that had faces like owls. They were unique, to say the least.
Introductions were made and I had a lot of questions. I guess I was supposed to be interested in Suzi, but I screwed it up by showing more interest in her art.
"How come they are all black?"
"Do you fire them yourself?
"Is it actual sawdust or is it pellets like they use in the smoker grills?
"Why are some parts shiny and some dull?"
Suzi seemed to think the questions were valid and took time to answer each one as I presented it. Stan and Barbara were sort of smiling and I think Barbara giggled a little. They excused themselves and continued around the exhibit. I stayed and talked to Suzi. I had spent more time talking with her than I had ever spent talking with any woman before. We did not discuss anything of a personal nature, but I did ask if I could come to see her at her home. She was very receptive. Thirty minutes later Stan and Barbara came back.
We stopped at The Outback for supper.
"Curtis. You do realize that all you talked about since we left the convention center was Suzi and her animals?" Barbara was sort of smiling when she said it.
I paused for a moment. "I suppose so. I liked her. I liked her funny little critters also. I felt comfortable with her."
Stan leaned across the table and looked me in the eye. "That's a good thing, Curtis! Don't blow it." I was a bit embarrassed, and Stan and Barbara picked up on it.
They grinned when I told them that I was going down to see her that weekend.
OooOOOooo
Finding Boaz was easy with the GPS. Finding the actual place where Suzi lived was not so easy. It wasn't farm country and it wasn't ranching country; it was just country. The house was set back from the road about one hundred yards or so. There were several outbuildings, more than one would think were necessary. I can't say it was neat, but it wasn't trashy either. I guess you could say that it looked busy. It was also very private.
I was greeted with a hug and by a barking dog, who quickly quieted down when he realized that I was no threat. The chickens didn't seem to care one way or another.
We started the day with coffee and a light conversation. She was anxious to show me her ceramic operation. About a hundred feet behind the house was a short hill and on one side was an area where you could see that she had been digging out clay. There were several crudely made racks with wire mesh bottoms that she used to sift the clay before bringing it back to the house. It quickly became obvious how she was able to keep her trim figure. Pushing the wheelbarrow over the rough trail back to the shop, while it was full of clay had to be a struggle.
Several hours later, I was completely overwhelmed. The only thing I hadn't seen was where the sawdust came from. She said that would come after lunch.
The sawdust was used to fire the ceramic figures. She would load up a fifty-five-gallon drum with sawdust and greenware figurines and then light it. It would take several days for the smoldering fire to reach the bottom of the barrel. By that time the pieces were all fired. The finer the sawdust the slower the fire.
We had a couple of sandwiches for lunch and then sat on the front porch. Between the two heavy-duty rockers, she set down an ice chest and smiled. I guess she called Stan and Barbara before I arrived. The cooler was full of Black and Tan. We never got to go to the sawdust mill, but we did kill quite a few longnecks.



Suzi made us some pasta for supper and I stuck with coffee the rest of the evening. No, I didn't stay the night. I did need the GPS to get back home.
I started to spend much more time in Boaz, which seemed to make Stan and Barbara happy. Although I had no interest at all in making ceramic figures like Suzi did, I was interested in learning how she did it. Of course, all this time I was not getting any woodcarving done.
I spent several days improving the trail from the clay pit to the shop. I was also able to get a two-wheel heavy-duty cart to replace the wheelbarrow, which I felt was a bit tipsy.
The main way to control the burn rate on her sawdust kilns was by regulating the airflow. The type of sawdust available and the texture of it also affected the firings. I was able to rig up an old lawnmower to reprocess the sawdust into finer pieces which resulted in slower burning. Suzi was ecstatic at my efforts.
One thing led to another and eventually I ended up spending the night in Boaz. Suzi and I became a lot closer. By that time we were also talking about personal things. I carefully explained my marital problem, trying very hard not to be vindictive. She was not too concerned that I was married.
Her situation was a little bit different. Suzi was married for thirty years. They had no kids. Her husband, Dave, had just retired from TVA. Shortly after they moved in, he had a heart attack. He had been out on the back of the property when it happened. By the time she found him, he was too far gone to save. Their sole income was from his TVA pension. If and when he died the pension would stop. So she made sure that he never died. She showed me his resting place and I am sure that I noticed a small tear in her eye.
Suzi had been keeping him alive for over three years. The joint federal income tax was a problem, but being in the computer age, it was easily overcome. The pension check came every month and everybody was happy. One of the nice things about living in Boaz is that nobody bothered you.
During the week I lived in Huntsville and continued to work for Stan. On the weekends I was with Suzi. She was as fascinated with my bark carvings as I was with her ceramics. I had a small corner in her shop all to myself. Unfortunately, I didn't have a lot of time for whittling. The house that she had shared with Dave, needed some serious repairs. Between helping her in the shop and fixing things around the property there was just not much time.
OooOOOooo
"I got a call from Dad in Ocala, yesterday." Stan caught me before I started my rounds on Monday.
"Is everything okay? Is Mom all right?"
"Yeah! They are fine. He called to let me know that they received a letter from a lawyer in Pennsylvania about your divorce. Sherry didn't know where to send it, so she had it delivered to them. I told him to forward it to me and I would see that you got it."
"Damn! It's nice to get a little good news for a change."
"What are you going to do?"
"I guess I'll just sign it and send it back. Maybe it would be a good idea if I got somebody to look it over first. What do you think?"
"We got a lawyer on retainer for the business. I'll have him check it."
The divorce was pretty straightforward, so I just signed it and sent it back. She got to keep everything that was there and I got to keep everything that I had with me. Now it was just a matter of waiting ninety days.
Suzi seemed pleased to hear about it but was careful not to gush over it. I felt a bit relieved.
oooOOOooo
About three months later I was living in Boaz full time. I still worked for Stan, but I had to join the morning caravan to Huntsville. Like thousands of army ants, the residents of the rural areas south of Huntsville migrate North every morning. To keep everything in perspective, thousand of the same ants were flocking down from the Tennessee hill country at the same time. Work and employment in Huntsville were booming and folks were willing to travel for the great wages. Bumper-to-bumper cars going North in the morning and returning every evening. Live was good.
I was no longer married.
Suzi was active in the crafts community and kept a schedule of all of the craft shows and fairs in the area. At least once a month she attended some type of event to sell her critters. With a little encouragement, she also started to sell online. The only problem with that was that the shipping costs were so high it limited sales. It was many a time that I heard her silently cursing Amazon. She just could not understand how they could ship things for next to nothing, and it cost her an arm and a leg.
I usually didn't go with Suzi to the sales.
By this time, I had accumulated a fairly large collection of bark carvings. I did give a few to Stan and Barbara, but I kept most of them. I never considered them good enough to sell. Suzi asked if she could take a few to her next show and I agreed.
I had supper ready when she returned from the most recent show.
"How did it go?"
"Pretty good. I sold twenty-eight pieces. I'll have to work to replace the stock for the next show." She reached out and gave me a handful of bills.
"What's this?" I counted out over five hundred dollars.
"I sold your fairy houses, and I have orders for more."
"Wow! I didn't expect that. I was hoping you could sell a couple, but never expected you to sell all of them."
"The good part is that I sold them. The bad part is that I sold them way too cheap."
"How do you know that?"
"I found out that one of the guys who bought a couple of them had a stand at the show also. I sold them to him for sixty dollars, and he took them to his place and resold them for a hundred. I felt like a fool. I didn't know that they were worth so much."
"Neither did I. I don't know if I should be upset or flattered. In any event, don't feel bad, you did great."
"Next time I'll price them right, and I'll take more with me. That chili smells good."
I better order some more bark wood.
OoooOOOoooo
The problem arrived in late October. Suzi was working the pit and I was further up the hill trying to figure out how to get a dead cedar log down to the house. The cedar wood would be good for carving comfort birds.
I heard him before I saw him. "You are a hard man to find Mister Langford." He seemed to be breathing a bit hard as if he had a difficult time getting up the hill. The excess weight and the beer gut didn't help I am sure. What really got my attention was the large revolver in his right hand.
"What can I do for you?" I was racking my brain trying to figure out who he was. He looked familiar, but I could not place him.
"You already did too much. It took me years to find you, you son-of-a-bitch. I lost my job, my wife, and my life all because of you."
All of a sudden I remembered. It was Malcolm Heard. My wife's old lover. What confused me was the fact that I actually had nothing to do with his demise. I was just a bystander. His wife orchestrated and carried out the entire thing. I was trying to figure out how to explain that to him when I heard a loud thud, and watched as he dropped his gun and slowly fell over to the side. Suzi stood behind him holding her shovel.
She looked over at me, cocked her head, and said, "oops!"
We both sat down on an old poplar log by the path. After waiting a few minutes, we both started to get restless.
"How hard did you hit him? He should be coming around by now." Suzi just looked at me and shrugged her shoulders.
It was a bit awkward sitting there. After a few more minutes I got up, leaned over, and laid my hand on his neck. There was no pulse. I sat back down on the log.
"What the hell are we going to do now?" Her tone was more of an inquisitive nature than a worried one.
"I guess we could just call the Sheriff and claim self-defense, but that could end up being a mess." There was a bit more pondering time.
"We could just bury him with Dave and pretend that nothing happened." I was amazed at how calm Suzi was under the circumstances.
"I know that this is an odd question, but did you keep Dave's wallet and personal effects before you buried him?"
"Yeah! I have his wallet and watch and wedding ring down at the house. Why?"
"Did any of the neighbors know Dave or spend much time with him?"
"No! Not at all. Dave kept to himself. We never even visited anybody. We never went to parties or anything like that."
"Did he look anything at all like Mister Heard? What I mean is, does he look close enough to Dave that he could pass for him?"
"Same age, weight, and body shape. Dave wore glasses. I have them down at the house with the other stuff. What are you thinking of doing."
"I am not sure it will work, but I was thinking that if we could get a declaration of death on this body we might be able to pass him off as your husband and get you out from under that TVA pension fraud situation."
"Isn't that a bit risky? What if somebody recognizes him?"
We sat quietly for a few more moments. "I am going to go get Dave's stuff from the house. I'll be right back."
While Suzi was gone, I took the time to look over the situation. The area was a bit rough and rocky. There was some broken skin on the back of his head and a small amount of blood. I shifted the body over slightly by a medium-size rock and smeared as much blood on the rock as I could. There was not a whole lot of blood, but enough to tell that there was a head wound. It looked like an accidental fall.
I removed his wallet, watch, phone, car keys, and wedding ring. With Dave's glasses on he looked good enough to pass at a glance. DMV photos are not really that good. Suzi called 911.
The EMT people determined that he was indeed dead. They called the local funeral home and the sheriff's department. They both arrived within twenty minutes, and ten minutes later, Mister Malcolm Heard was on his way to be cremated, and Suzi Doyle had a pronouncement of death for her dead husband.
That night, Suzi followed me as I drove Malcolm's car to Birmingham. I left it, unlocked, outside of the Kit Kat club, with his wallet and phone on the front seat.
The funeral home issued the death certificates for David Doyle two days later. After a quick trip to the TVA headquarters in Chattanooga, Suzi was able to stop the pension, and also picked up a one hundred thousand dollar life insurance payout.
We celebrated at Red Lobster that night.
I was amazed at how smoothly everything went. The EMT people were efficient and knew what they were doing. The representative from the sheriff's department was satisfied with their determination of death and did not feel that it was necessary to have the medical examiner come out. The funeral folks just wanted to get the body out of there. No one gave a second glance at the driver's license. I stayed in the background the whole time and let Suzi handle things. She did well.
Since Suzi no longer had Dave's retirement money, she had to find another way to get some supplemental income. She decided that the easiest way to do that was to marry me. I couldn't refuse. She still had that damn shovel.
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a no narrative story
*
The first three years of my marriage were great. The next eight years were okay, and the last eight were miserable. There was no good reason why I put up with it. I don't know if it was because I was hoping that things would get better, or if it was because I was just too damn lethargic.
Marsha and I were married right out of high school. I laid bricks, and she waited tables, and we made it work; at least for the first two years. The next year things changed and I didn't even know it. Of course I knew she was pregnant, and of course I thought it was mine. If fact I didn't find out the my daughter wasn't mine until eight years later.
As Claire grew up, the relationship between Marsha and I deteriorated. It wasn't a sudden thing or a specify thing. Just a slow eroding away.
Marsha stopped working when Claire was born. I was making enough to keep us comfortable, but not in high style. What I didn't notice right away was that Marsha and Claire always seemed to have new stylish wardrobes. She never spent an excessive amount of money out of the household funds on personal items, but they were always well dressed. I noticed it, but I never mentioned it to her.
When Claire was young, we seemed to get along great, but as she got older she started to become a bit surly. I mentioned it to Marsha and she just blew it off. At that point I realized that Claire was becoming just like her mother.
Our personal relationship was fading rapidly. Our sex life had gone down to almost non-existent. I no longer initiated sex, but did respond if she did. I took what I could get, but it was all a bit cold.
I had quietly been putting money aside so that we could buy a house. As things changed, I lost interest. I stashed the money away in a safe place, and continued to add to it.
=======
Claire's tenth birthday was coming up, so I knocked off early at work and went across town to try and find a birthday present for her. There was a small city park across the street. It was in the business district; an area that I very seldom visited. Marsha was in the park sitting at one of the benches with an older man in a suit. Between them sat Claire with a big smile on her face.
Now things were beginning to make sense.
I ducked into a coffee shop, grabbed a seat by the window, and I watched them for close to an hour. They were laughing and chatting just like a family. We never did that any more. They all stood up and hugged. The stranger gave Marsha a kiss on the cheek and waved good bye as he crossed the street. I followed him a short way until he enter the Barclay Building.
Malcolm Eugene Foote was a financial advisor who had a small office on the third floor of the Barclay Building. That was all I needed to know at the moment.
Up until this time, I had made every effort to be pleasant and congenial at home. I brought Marsha flowers occasionally and little presents for no reason. Now, I became indifferent. I mentioned to Marsha that I was having trouble sleeping because of a back problem I suddenly developed. I got a new mattress and moved into the spare room. Marsha did not protest.
Claire's birthday came and went. I did not get her a present and she did not seem to bothered by it. In fact it was never mentioned. My work days got longer. I was out of the house early in the morning and got home well after supper time in the evening. Marsha mentioned it a few times and then dropped it. She continued to keep the house normal for her and Claire. They sort of modified their life around me and my absences. It was never discussed. She did continue to do my laundry and keep the room up. On the weekends, I took care of the yard work and any house maintenance that was necessary. All the bills got paid as usual. They seemed to be doing just fine without me.
The extra hours that I worked gave me more money to add to my stash. I had meals with Marsha and Claire on the weekends, but they were quiet and somber. It was never discussed.
=======
The misery lasted for eight years. I did not know when or where Marsha and Claire met with Malcolm again. I didn't care. It didn't matter. And then it happened.
I got back from work late one night. Marsha and Claire were sitting around being sort of weepy. I stopped in the kitchen and grabbed a quick beer before heading for my room. The local newspaper was laying on the kitchen table turned to the classified ads. That was odd, so I pulled the paper over and looked a bit closer. Surprise! Surprise!
There in the obituaries was a listing for Malcolm Eugene Foote. It appeared that he had no living relatives. The funeral was being handled by Universal Crematory Service Chapel, and the estate was being settled by William Estes and Sons.
======
Seymour Schlamp and I graduated from high school together. He went to Dickerson and I didn't. He was a mediocre lawyer and I was a brick mason. We were buds.
Time was of the essence! I always wanted to say that.
I explained the entire situation to Seymour. I did not have any proof that Malcolm was Claire's father. It was just a hunch that I had that spurred me forward. If Malcolm had no immediate family and he had an estate of any size, he would have to leave it to somebody. Seymour thought that it would be a fun project.
We decided on a child support approach. Clair was now eighteen. I had paid for her support for 204 months. Of course during that time Malcolm had spent a hell of a lot buying her clothes and stuff, but I wasn't going to bring that up. In order to make it look more precise we decided on nine hundred dollars a month. Of course it was still just a wild ass guess. So we put in a Creditor's Claim against the estate for $183,600. I didn't want to be greedy; I just wanted a piece of the pie.
One copy was sent to Probate Court and one copy was sent to William Estes and Son. Seymour wanted to also set me up for a divorce, but I declined.
Malcolm was cremated. I don't know what happened to the ashes. Two months later Marsha received a letter from William Estes and Son concerning the reading of the will for Malcolm Eugene Foote. I found the letter in her night stand. I didn't receive a letter but Seymour did.
William Estes Jr. handled the reading of the will. Present was Marsha Graves, her daughter Claire, and Seymour Schlamp, attorney for Martin Graves. Seymour said that Marsha and Claire were totally shocked when I was awarded the full amount that I asked for. My wife and daughter each received sixteen thousand four hundred dollars. That is all that was left after I got mine.
When the will was read it clearly stated that Malcolm was leaving his entire estate to Marsha and his biological daughter equally. That, in its self was sufficient to prove paternity. Surprisingly, nobody challenged it.
=======
I never divorced Marsha. I moved to Chattanooga and bought a new pick-up truck. I have a nice little stash of money put away. I found several local contractors that were more than willing to take me on for small under the table jobs.
Now I can move forward!
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You Always Regret
Jodie Morgan moved in across the street from us when she was fourteen years old. For a fifteen-year-old boy, it was love at first sight. There was no 'cute meet'. From the beginning, it was as if we were destined to be together forever.
Enough of all that squishy stuff.
What really bound us together was a common love of adventure. We constantly had to be doing things. Not just common everyday things but extraordinary stuff. As kids, it started with kid stuff like climbing extremely high trees or going cave exploring. Diving off of the local bridges and painting the local water tanks. Nothing seemed to be off-limits as long as it wasn't illegal, although a lot of it was a bit borderline if you know what I mean.
Her favorite expression was, "You always regret the things you don't do." Just who is Jackson Browne?
It was a struggle for us to get through high school without killing ourselves. I finished first and had a good job waiting, laying bricks. Our school had an industrial arts program and I took full advantage of it. Jodie finished a year later. She had been in an EMT training program and was quickly picked up by one of the local ambulance services.
Six months later, Jodie Morgan became Mrs. John Terrell. Our extracurricular activities slowed down tremendously but did not disappear. The excitement that we were missing outside the house was made up for in the bedroom. Sex-wise, nothing was off the table.
We worked hard. We saved our money and bought a house. After our third son was born, Jodie quit working. Life was good. I had six men working for me and more jobs than we could handle. Only one problem still existed. Jodie was starting to regret.
[]===[]
"John, we have to do something."
"About what? I thought everything was fine. Are the boys okay?"
"The boys are fine for now. It is us that I am worried about. We are stagnating. If we don't start doing something we are going to grow roots and never be able to move again."
"That's a hell of an exaggeration, but I do understand what you are trying to say. Any suggestions?"
"The boys are eight, nine, and ten. I think that they are old enough to be doing stuff with us. We will have to adapt a little to be able to include them, but I think it might be fun. It doesn't have to be continuous, but we should be doing something. I don't want them to regret not doing things when they were young. We didn't."
Jodie didn't appreciate it when I started laughing. "What the hell is so funny John?"
"You sound just like you did twenty years ago. Is this the legacy that you are going to leave your sons?"
"Well. Why not. I think it is a good thing to instill in them. I want them to be more than just bumps on a log."
"Is that it?"
"No! I want it for me too. There is a hell of a lot of stuff that we have not done yet. We can afford it and we have the time. Your guys can cover for you whenever you have to get away."
"Okay, I am on board. Start the ball rolling or so they say."
[]===[]
For the next couple of years, we were constantly on the go. It was not continuous, but it was pretty regular. When one trip was done, Jodie was already planning the next one, or two. We all enjoyed white water rafting and that opened several doors. We made two trips to the boundary waters in Minnesota. We tried bungee jumping and zip lines.
We ended up owning five kayaks. After getting SCUBA certified, more doors were opened. We tried hot air ballooning but found it boring. Jodie and I each did a tandem parachute jump.
Ten years had passed.
Terry, our oldest son joined the Air Force. Greg became a SCUBA instructor and Robert, the youngest ended up being a long-haul truck driver.
Jodie and I were alone. Things seemed to slow down. I spent more time at work and Jodie spent more time on the internet.
Jodie went back to work.
[]===[]
Things were quiet for several months.
"John?"
"Yes."
"I am starting to get a bit antsy."
"What exactly does that mean?"
"I need to do something."
"Things are a bit busy at work right now, can it wait a while."
"I guess so. Actually, I was thinking maybe I could do something on my own for a change."
"You mean by yourself?"
"Not exactly. I thought maybe, with one of the girls from work. I have never gone anywhere without you, so this would be a little different."
"Anything particular in mind?"
"No. Sarah and I talked about it a little, but we haven't decided on anything."
"That's Sarah Harlow?"
"Yes. You met her at some of the picnics."
"Is she the one that's been divorced twice?"
Jodie hesitated. "Yes, but that is not a problem."
"Why would it be?"
"I am sorry, I just thought that you were being a little judgmental. Just because she is divorced doesn't make her a bad person."
"I never said that, and I am sorry if you interpreted it that way."
"So, It's okay with you?"
"Of course. Have I ever denied you anything?"
"Thank you! Thank you!"
I did not feel good about this.
[]===[]
Any trips or vacations that Jodie would be planning would in some fashion be related to her mantra. I knew that. I just had to figure out how it would apply in this case. She would be doing something so that she would not regret not doing it later. That's a lot of negatives there. All I had to do was figure it out.
The business had grown well over the years. In addition to laying brick, we were also doing a lot of blockwork and poured concrete foundations. We didn't do driveways or pavements, just foundations and wall pours. The company was also doing steel building construction. It was usually prefab-type buildings, but some of them were quite large. I now had over fifty full-time employees.
I never asked Jodie what she was planning. The fact that she didn't openly volunteer what it was going to be caused me some concern. I am sure that she had something in mind. My fears were greatly magnified when I discovered that she was deleting her computer browsing history every time. I guess most guys would have no trouble getting around that problem, but I was not that clever. I didn't even know what a key logger did. She was also deleting her emails, but that is where she screwed up.
Jodie was sending her emails to trash, but she did not realize that they stayed in trash for thirty days unless she also emptied the trash every time. I started reviewing her emails for the past thirty days. Most of them were just usual junk, but the correspondence that she had with Sarah was eye-opening.
The words were enough to confirm my suspicions, but the web links that accompanied them finalized it. I didn't check out all of the websites that were referenced; it wasn't necessary.
It was time to make a decision that I would not regret.
[]===[]
It was the Tuesday Market in Boquete, and yes. it actually was Tuesday. I felt like the new kid in school. This was my first time venturing out even though I had been here two days. I strolled around for a while and finally found the designated coffee shop. Being old school, I just ordered a plain black coffee. It was early and the people were just starting to accumulate, as I grabbed one of the still empty seats. I felt odd wearing a New York Yankees baseball cap, but that was one of my stipulations.
"Hey! New guy! Welcome to Boquete. You must be Mickey, right?"
My greeter was also wearing a Yankees cap. I sort of half stood to greet him, but he motioned me to sit back down and he did the same.
"Ted Williams. Always glad to meet a fellow ballplayer." He shook my hand with great vigor. We both sort of snickered a little at the lame ball player reference. I assumed it was an in-joke, but I was getting the feeling that a lot of people were aware of it.
"Just how many fellow ballplayers are we talking about?"
"As of now, it looks like ten baseball and three tennis players."
"Tennis?"
"The baseball players are all guys, but there are three chicks here under the program and Hector has decided that tennis was more appropriate for them."
"Are they all here?"
"All but one. Chris Evert is living in David." (da-veed)
Just then Sandy Koufax and Bob Feller joined us. Before the end of the morning, I met four more famous ballplayers.
Bob was quick to get to the point. "So Mister Mickey Mantle, in twenty-five words are less tell us why you decided to go with Panama Promotion Alternatives?"
From the way the question was phrased, I guessed that nobody wanted the gory details, just a quick overview.
"My wife of twenty-three years decided that she wanted to spread her wings and I decided that I did not want to stand in her way. So I left."
Yogi Berra was the first to respond. "That was more than twenty-five words." Ted gave him a poke in the ribs.
For the next twenty minutes, each of the guys related the reasons that they were in the program. They were pretty much all different but the results were the same.
Ten guys and three ladies each signed up with PPA so that they could get away from undesirable situations at home. It wasn't cheap and it was in no way infallible. Basically, it got us a new name, a new driver's license, and a new bank account. Unfortunately, we were still US citizens and had to pay US taxes in our old names. All except Joe DiMaggio who was from Canada. If somebody really wanted to find us they could.
Hector Ruiz set up Panama Promotion Alternatives so people in our position had some sort of option to disappear without going to extremes. This was no Black Ops type system, in fact, it was pretty loose. Hector was a die-hard baseball fan. Things were not totally kosher, but they were greased enough that we could feel comfortable. The name changes were properly filed and the driver's licenses and bank accounts were good. The banking itself was not a piece of cake, but it was workable.
It was almost noon when my cell chirped. I had not yet got a new one. The whole team looked on as I read the text.
"AIR JAMACIA FLIGHT 247 HAS LANDED AT PHILADELPHIA INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT FROM MONTEGO BAY."
I looked at my companions and smiled. "Gentlemen! My wife has just returned home from her ten-day vacation."
We all went to "The Rock" that night for the ribs.
[]===[]
I spend the next few months familiarizing myself with the area. There was always a team member or two around for companionship and assistance.
I notified all three of the boys of the situation but gave no details. Their mother could explain it all to them.
Hector insisted that all of the PPA participants set up a go-bag or a bug-bag. Both Barry Bonds and Willie Mays had to use their go-bag at some point. Barry was being tracked down by his irate wife and Willie had two brothers-in-law looking for him. They were more than happy to recommend items that I had to have if necessary.
It became necessary sooner than I expected.
The phone rang at 5 Am. Who the hell would be calling at that time.
"Mister Mantle! This is Hector. A driver will be at your place in thirty minutes. Have everything ready to go and be prepared to stay at least a week, maybe longer. Say nothing to anyone. I will take care of everything."
Actually, there wasn't much to do. I had enough time to shower and shave and still be ready to go. Luckily the driver brought some arepas with him. An hour later we were in David.
Chris Evert was waiting with a go-bag when we pulled up. I have no idea why she chose David instead of Boquete. There was a definite difference in temperature as we drove South. She didn't look like a tennis player at all. Of course, I didn't look like a baseball player either. She appeared to be mostly Mediterranean.
We introduced ourselves and she got settled in. She already had breakfast, so I ate her arepas.
"Do you have any idea where we are going?" I shook my head no.
"Do you have any idea why?" I played ignorant again. She got a dejected look on her face and sat quietly for the rest of the ride.
Thirty minutes later we pulled into a small marina. I had no idea where we were.
I know absolutely nothing about sailboats. All I know is that the one that we ended up on, seemed to be medium size. After unloading us and our bags, the driver smiled, waved, and drove off. The boat was named 'Yankee Clipper'. I thought that that was ironic.
The captain, Jaime Ruiz was Hector's cousin. His mate was a young local girl named Marisol. It appeared that he would run the boat and she would take care of everything else. I had no idea what we would be doing or how much we were going to be charged for this service. It didn't matter.
Our bags were stowed in the rear cabin, and we gathered on deck for coffee and some biscuits of some sort. It was too early for lunch. Jaime was proud to tell us all about his Peterson 44. That meant nothing to me. Chris and I were both acting as if we were interested for his benefit. I glanced at her a few times and it was easy to see how she felt. He did get her attention however when he mentioned that we would be staying in the main cabin and he and Marisol would be upfront.
"I am sorry, but that doesn't work for me." She said it with all seriousness. I smiled and Jaime looked a little confused.
"I don't even know this man and I have no intention of sharing a bed or even a room with him. You will have to figure out some other arrangement."
Jaime had no quick answer so I chimed in. "Don't worry about it. I can use the main bath and I will have no trouble sleeping on the pull-out bed in the galley. I am sure that Miss Chris would have no problem with keeping my bug-out bag in her room. Would that be all right?" After I said that I realized that I sounded a bit like a smart ass by using the term 'Miss Chris'. I would be careful not to make that mistake again in the future.
Chris went below to get settled in her room while I wandered about above deck. Jamie and Marisol pulled away from the dock using an auxiliary engine. I had no idea where we were, and I had no idea where we were going and didn't care. I must have dozed off because the next thing I remember was Marisol calling me to come to eat lunch. It looked as if most of the meals would be on deck. That was fine with me.
After a light lunch, Jamie opened a small tablet computer. "Miss Evert, your ex-husband, Anthony Crupi, and some friends arrived in Panama City last evening and rented a car this morning. All we know is that they asked the lady at the car rental desk for directions to David."
Chris slumped down in her chair, sighed, and said "Shit!".
"Mister Mantle, your wife, Jodie Terrell, arrived on the same flight from Philadelphia, and also rented a car. We don't know any more than that."
"Marisol! Do you have any cold beer?" I couldn't think of anything clever to say.
Thirty minutes later, Jaime and Marisol were busy getting the sails up, and before long we were going full speed on the open ocean. Chris spent the rest of the afternoon below, and I laid out on the deck enjoying the sun and the wind. I did get my cold beer.
Things settled down for the next three days. I slept in the galley, Chris had the main bedroom, and Jamie and Marisol shared the forward berth. I was trying to make myself useful by helping Jaime whenever and however I could. Chris was working with Marisol and had actually put together a few of the meals by herself. She excelled with brunch-type lunches. Nobody complained. She seemed comfortable in the kitchen/galley area.
Most of my free time was spent on deck, except when it rained. It rained just about every day, but not all day. When we were not sailing, Jaime found some quiet coves and inlets to moor the boat for a while. I caught a few fish but had no idea what kind they were. All I knew is that they tasted pretty good.
Chris did spend time on top, but she usually wore a light cover-up most times. She did have a one-piece swimsuit that was a bit modest and seemed to be a little old fashion for her. Unlike Jodie, Chris was short and chunky. She wasn't fat, but she had some meat on her bones. I found it interesting, but not erotic.
"You know a little sun would help you keep that beautiful tan." It was a weak attempt on my part to be friendly.
"It's not a tan, you idiot. The sun ages your skin and is a major cause of melanoma. I'd rather cover up than get old with leather skin."
That was a surprise. Her skin had a golden sheen to it and I had just assumed that it was from regular tanning. I guess she was really Mediterranean of some type. I'll try a different approach tomorrow.
Everything was quiet and serene. Who am I kidding? It was boring as hell. At the end of the week, Chris was finally warming up. The conversations were short and of no consequence, but they were conversations. That night, after supper, we were on deck and she decided to open up a bit.
"Mickey, why are you here? What made you sign up with the PPA? Since I chose to live in David instead of Boquete, I feel a little bit out of the loop. You guys up there all know each other."
"That goes two ways. I tell you what. You tell me your story and I'll tell you mine, but first I need to know one thing."
"Yeah! What's that?"
"What is your real name?"
"We are not supposed to tell, but what the hell. My name is Carla."
"Fine! You can call me John. I feel funny answering to Mickey."
Carla reached into the cooler and got us both a new long neck. "I won't bore you with the long story. I got married about eight years ago in West Chester, to the son of an old family friend. I guess you could call it an arranged marriage, although it technically wasn't. My family was well to do and his family was also. Unfortunately, I was unable to have children, so my husband decided that he needed to look elsewhere. Are you with me so far?"
I smiled, nodded, and took a swig of my beer.
"My family, the Randazzo's, were into municipal construction activities. They maintained all of the traffic signals, street lights, storm sewers, and other similar projects for the tri-county area. It was very lucrative. The Crupi family owned four restaurants, and several pizza parlors and sandwich shops."
"And how did you end up here?"
"My husband Tony, casually informed me that he was having a baby with his latest girlfriend. He was going to be moving her into our house while she was pregnant and after the baby was born they would find a more suitable arrangement."
"Sounds as if he was pretty confident."
"He always was." She got us two more cold ones. I smiled and waited for her to continue.
"I burnt down the house, along with three cars. Then I torched the largest of the Crupi restaurants, and finally cleaned out all of the banking accounts including savings and investments. Two days later I was here."
We sat quietly for a few minutes, enjoying the beer. "Okay, John. Now it's your turn."
"My wife, Jodie, and I met when we were kids. We grew up together and were always getting into trouble. She enjoyed every minute of it. Her mantra was 'You always regret what you don't do', and she lived by it. Over the years we married and had three kids. I started my own construction business, which did very well. Every chance we got, we were doing something adventurous and exciting. After the kids were gone, she got a little bored and decided to go on one of her own escapades. The nature of her chosen project meant that I could not go along and also, unfortunately, she could not discuss it with me."
Carla handed me a new cold beer. "I think I can see where this is going."
"I am not a computer whiz, but I didn't have any problem figuring it out. It bothered me a great deal. I don't know what was worse, knowing what she was going to do or knowing that she was keeping it a secret from me. We had shared everything our entire lives and now this was going to happen."



"I take it that you waited until after she left before you took off?"
"Yeah! I turned my business over to my employees in exchange for a share of future profits and took a good chunk of our savings, but not all of it. I left her the house and everything else."
"You're sure that she did what you thought she was going to do?"
"No! I don't want to know or need to know any more than I do. I don't need the grief."
"Have you heard from her since?"
"Nope!"
We sat quietly for a while and then Carla excused herself and went to bed. I slept on deck that night.
[]===[]
A storm of some sort blew in the next day. By supper time it was pretty bad. Jaime and Marisol spent quite a bit of time putting out lines and anchors or something like that, to prepare for the night. They seemed to know what they were doing, so I felt comfortable with the situation.
All I could think of was the lyrics from an old Queen song. 'Thunder and lightning, very, very frighting. Galileo, Galileo'. I don't know which was worse, the bright flashes or the loud claps of thunder. It was hard sleeping and the fact that Carla kept shaking me didn't help.
"What the hell do you want?"
"This storm is really bad, John. Come down to the cabin with me. Quickly."
"It's okay. I am okay. Don't worry about me. Go back to bed."
"I am not worried about you, asshole. I'm worried about me. Get your ass down to that cabin. Now!" She was tugging the hell out of my arm.
I spent the rest of the night with my arms around her. Most of the time she had the covers pulled up over her head. By the next morning, things were calm and quiet. I woke up with a boob in my hand and a raging hard-on. She seemed to be awake and aware of both conditions but did not know what to do, so she just laid there rigid. As smoothly as I could I pulled my butt back and slid my hand away. I have no idea how it got up under her nightgown.
As we got rearranged in the bed, she turned to face me.
"Thank you, John. I needed that." She slid out of bed and went to the head. I had no idea what she was referring to. I went topside and relieved, myself overboard.
Carla was very friendly the rest of the day. Jamie and Marisol were enjoying making us feel uncomfortable about our night together. The comments and jabs were continuous all day. In fact, Carla seemed to get in a few herself. I was more embarrassed than she was.
That evening, after a few beers on deck, Carla grabbed my hand and we went to the cabin together. We did not get much sleep that night. It was a new experience for me. My first woman other than Jodie. It was different, but also the same. Hard to describe, but I did truly enjoy myself. I felt no guilt.
Unfortunately, it was also our last night aboard the Yankee Clipper.
[]===[]
On the way home, our driver gave us the latest update. It seems that Jodie left Boquete after a week, and returned home. Carla's husband, however, just disappeared along with his two companions. They found the rental car in the middle of nowhere, but no occupants. We dropped Carla off at her apartment and an hour later I was home.
The first person I met the next morning was Billy Jean King. She spent most of the week with Jodie, while I was gone. Jodie spent a couple of days flashing my picture around town. It didn't take long for her to figure out that I was now Mickey Mantel. Other than the PPA guys nobody was being secretive about me. They just didn't have any information to give her except where I lived. When she realized that I wasn't coming back, she gave up and left. She didn't talk much, but she did reveal to Billy Jean that I left because she screwed up. That is all that she said. Not much of an explanation, but then again it was second-hand. However, if that is how she actually felt about it, my leaving was the right choice.
For the next few months, things were fairly normal, except for the fact that I was spending two or three days a week in David and Carla was spending a couple of days a week in Boquete. There was never any deep emotional attachment between us, it was just a great friendship. She finally decided that I was not going to move to David, so she found us a bigger, better apartment in Boquete, and we merged.
Carla decided to take up watercolor painting and I got involved in serious exercising. So serious, that Willie Mays, Sandy Koufax, and I decided to open our own workout facility, a gym so to speak. It was a fun little project. A whole bunch of the expats in the area had unused exercise equipment sitting around not being used. It is funny how people buy that stuff, not realizing that it doesn't work if you don't use it. In a short time, we had more exercise gear than we needed. More than half of it wasn't gym quality and we ended up having to get rid of it. Nobody seemed to be insulted by that. They just wanted it gone.
Monica Seles was really glad to see us open up so that she could start up some yoga and Zumba classes. We charged a low monthly fee just to cover rent, utilities, and insurance.
The gym thing was going well and Carla was excited about her painting. Other things however were not as rosy.
[]===[]
The PPA turned out to be a bucket of worms. Hector tried his best to set everything up and keep it running, but it was just too complicated. A few of the guys had some passport problems. The tax situation was a mess. Odd as it may seem, the banking got a bit confusing. After several group meetings, it was decided to do away with the program. Everybody agreed to it, except Joe Dimaggio. Hector agreed to make an exception for him.
It took a couple of weeks, but eventually, everyone had new driver's licenses and bank accounts. Our old passports were still good. The only downside now was that it would be easier for someone to find us. We still kept Hector on as a legal advisor and confidant. We also kept our bug bags, just in case.
A year had passed and I didn't even realize it. The checks were still arriving every month. They varied in amounts but were always more than adequate. What made things nice was that Carla had way more money than I did and was not stingy. We were living the good life and wanted for nothing.
I had no contact with Jodie or my sons since the last time I called them.
[]===[]
The next six months were pretty active. One day I came home to find Carla sitting on the porch with a stranger. Michael Randazzo had come from West Chester to spend a week with his daughter. They had not spoken since she left. Her mother was unable to make the trip due to a heart problem. I felt a little uneasy, but he quickly put my mind to rest. He seemed sincerely appreciative that his daughter was happy and was being taken care of. I felt a little uncomfortable, especially since I was almost twenty years older than her.
Michael and I spend several hours together over the next week. He apologized for allowing the problem with Carla's husband to get out of hand. He never came out and said it, but I got the idea that Anthony Crupi never did return to the states and never would. I didn't ask for an explanation. It was his monkey and his circus. He had tried to get the charges against Carla dismissed but didn't have any luck. He also asked me about my marital situation and seemed sincerely interested in my answer. The week went fast. Carla was happy and I got the benefit of it.
Before leaving he took me aside. "John, Carla needs to see her mother. She can't come back as Carla Crupi, but she could make it as Carla Terrell. Think about it." I interpreted that as his approval.
[]===[]
Six weeks later I got another surprise; my son Greg showed up.
"You're a hard man to find, Dad, but not impossible."
"Sorry for not keeping in touch, but I assume you know the situation."
"Actually, Dad, none of us do. We have all tried, but Mom refuses to tell us anything. All she will say is that it was her fault and nothing else."
"It's been way over a year and I haven't heard a thing from her. She showed up over a year ago and I avoided her the whole time she was here. I was still pretty raw at the time."
"Raw from what, Dad? Are you going to give us a clue?"
"Nope! I said too much already. Now, what the hell are you doing here."
"Do you know where Boca Del Toro is?"
"Sure! It's about five hours North of here. Why?"
"I bought a fifty percent partnership is a dive shop. I am here to complete all of the paperwork. I will be moving down next month."
"What is your mother doing?"
"She was pretty depressed for a while, then she got a new job. She is working at a junior high school cafeteria. She tried to sell the house, but couldn't without your signature so she rented it out and got an apartment. We talked to her about getting a more upscale job, but she got upset and told us to mind our own business. Between the rent, she is getting for the house and her salary, I guess she is doing okay."
Just then Carla walked in. It was obvious that she was living here and neither of us had any idea of hiding it.
"Hi! You must be Greg. John talks a lot about you."
Greg was surprised and it showed on his face. Carla laughed.
"It's okay, Greg. Just think of me as your father's live-in housekeeper. Who wants a beer?" She had a way of breaking the ice. Greg was suddenly comfortable with the situation. We talked a while longer and then went out for supper.
Before Greg left to back to the states, I gave him a power of attorney so that Jodie could sell the house. A month later he was back to get started in his new endeavor.
[]===[]
I had had no contact with the business since I left. That was the plan. The checks kept coming and I had no reason to stick my nose into it. It was a couple of months later when I started to notice that my monthly deposits from the company had increased significantly. I had left Gary Jones in charge of the company and felt that it was time to check in with him.
"Gary! This is John."
"Damn! It's about time. You have been gone almost two years. What is going on?"
"I was going to ask you the same question. I saw a big jump in the monthly checks and got curious. Is there something that I should know about?"
"A couple of months ago we got a visit from a company from down towards Philly called Empire Industries. Did you ever hear of them?"
Of course, I heard of them. Empire Industries was owned by the Randazzo family. All of this must have taken place shortly after I met Carla's father.
"Yeah! I heard of them. I know one of the owners, Michael Randazzo. What happened to bring this all about?"
"They explained to us that they had a lot of miscellaneous type jobs that were cropping up that did not fit in with their normal operations. They wanted to subcontract the work out and wondered if we were interested. We couldn't see a downside to the offer, so we agreed to try it for ninety days. It worked out great for us. We have a lot of new work in Chester and Montgomery counties, and I had to hire twelve more men. I also had to buy three more trucks and some other equipment."
"Is everything under control or do you need some help?"
"John, it's all fine. We would like to have you back though. I'd haven't had a day off since you left. I could really use a week at the shore."
We both had a small laugh at his suggestion. "Gary, let me think on that a while. I'll get back to you." I could hear him smirking on the other end.
"Gary, has Jodie been by at all?"
"To be honest John, she was only here one time. About a week after you left, she showed up. I explained to her that you were no longer associated with the company, just like you told me to. I know that she wanted to know more, but she couldn't bring herself to ask. She didn't cry or get too upset. Seemed a bit sad more than anything else. We never saw her again."
I had a light but serious discussion with Carla that evening and she swore that she knew nothing about what her daddy had done. She did think it was funny, however.
[]===[]
Months passed and everything was going well. I got a surprise at Christmas when Terry showed up. Greg had shared everything with both of his brothers, but carefully kept most of it from his mother. Of course, she knew where I was and I am sure that she suspected that Greg and I had gotten together since he was in Panama also. He just never shared anything with her and she never asked.
Terry spent two days with Carla and me in Boquete and the rest of the time in Bocas Del Toro with Greg. Greg had promised to get him SCUBA recertified while he was here.
Terry brought two things that Jodie wanted him to give to me. The first was a check for two hundred and ten thousand dollars. My share from the sale of the house. It was her decision, not mine. The second thing was a final divorce decree. There was no letter, explanation, or message. Just the two envelopes. When he left, I had no message or letter for him to take back.
Closure!
I had no regrets.
[]===[]
Two months later Carla Terrell had her new passport and was on the way to see her mother with her new husband. It was a round-trip ticket.
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There are 131 antonyms for proactive. I am sure that most of them could be applied to me.
My name is Solomon Trend. I am a claims adjuster for Universal Beneficial Amalgamated Insurance. I am sure that you have never heard of us. We are a clearing house for hundreds of very small independent insurance companies. I have worked for the same company for 22 years and have never considered changing jobs. The job is boring and is a perfect fit for my personality.
Don't get me wrong, I am not unhappy or despondent. I am just not very motivated.
My personal life is much like my career. I have been married for twenty-three years and have twin daughters, Rose and Iris, who are seniors at Albright College. I also have a four-bedroom home with a humongous mortgage that paid for that college. My wife, Marcie, has never worked or had a desire to. Our income has been adequate, but that is about it. Even though, I have been able to save about forty thousand dollars over the years.
My marriage is and always has been lukewarm. I was expecting and hoping for more. I tried all the usual tricks to liven things up, but nothing seemed to work. Today, I found out why.
It was a normal day at UBAI, boring as hell. It was just after lunch when I got the call. It was my wife's phone. She very seldom calls me at work, so I was interested.
"Hello!"
"Solomon, old buddy! How are you? I haven't heard from you in years."
"Yeah! Who is this and why are you using my wife's phone?"
"It's Brad, Solomon. Brad Mercer. You remember me, don't you? I am the guy that you stole Marcie from. What was it, about twenty-five years ago?"
Sure I remembered. I didn't steal her. He left town and I picked her up after he was gone. I would never steal another guy's girl. As far as I was concerned she was fair game.
"Yeah! I remember. I would still like to know what you are doing with her phone?"
"Well Solomon, it is like this. I was in town on business and gave her a call. We got together for lunch and one thing lead to another and we ended up in my hotel room. Right now she is taking a shower so I decided to chat you up."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"She said that she wanted to clean up before heading home so that you wouldn't be upset. You want to hear something funny, Solomon. Listen to this."
There was a slight pause and then I could hear the sound of a motor of some type running. I couldn't make out what it was.
"Did you hear that, Solomon? That was a hair dryer. Would you believe that? I asked her to meet me for lunch and she brings a mini hair drier along with her. What does that tell you, Solomon?"
"What do you want, Brad? Why the call?"
"I just want to thank you for stealing my girl. How does it feel to know that I am still the better man? You may be married to her, but her heart is still mine. Why else would she be here?"
I disconnected the call and blocked the number. I didn't need to know anymore. That call answered a lot of questions that I had over the last couple of years.
It took less than an hour to terminate my employment and have my salary and vacation pay forwarded to my brother in Huntsville. I stopped by the bank and cleaned out all the accounts. I didn't pay off the credit cards or the mortgage. I had the first class mail forwarded to my brother also. I had just finished loading all of my stuff in the car when Marcie arrived.
"Solomon, what is going on? Why is your car filled up with stuff?"
I was sitting at the kitchen table finishing a cup of coffee, as she set a few grocery bags on the counter. "Oh, you noticed."
There was a moment of silence as she started to empty the bags. She stopped halfway and turned. "Are you going to tell me what is going on?" She waited, arms akimbo.
I placed my cup on the table and walked to the counter. Reaching into her purse, I pulled out a bright red metallic mini hair dryer. I simply held it up and waited for a reaction or an explanation. She stood frozen for a moment, and then deeply sighed and quietly left the room. Five minutes later, I was on the road heading for Huntsville.
[]===[]
My brother Bob and his wife, Barbara were happy to see me. It had been several years since we had gotten together. Bob and I chatted for a bit, while Barbara put supper together. I was able to explain the whole situation without having any great emotional lapses. He seemed impressed that I was taking it so calmly. I was pretty beat after the long drive, so I turned in right after supper.
Bob was up and gone when I got out of bed. He worked at the Toyota plant just North of Huntsville. Barbara volunteered to chauffeur me around and help me get settled in. It didn't involve much. I got a new driver's license and made arrangements to have mail delivery at Bob's house. Barbara followed me over to Carmax, and twenty minutes later I had a check for the Honda CRV. As soon as Bob got off work we were headed for the Rocket City RV center. Barbara and I had lunch at Olive Garden.
I wasn't too fussy, and after several hours, I finally settled on a small Rialta. They had it ready for me the next day. The sales rep spent a few hours going over everything that I needed to know about the operation and maintenance of my new home. I took it as is, except I had four new tires installed. Barbara was all excited about helping me set up all of my housekeeping necessities, and Bob had put together a small tool kit, gleaned from his overflowing garage.
The next morning I was gone. There was no plan. There was no destination. Whatever happened; happened. Where ever I ended up was the place that I was destined to be. That doesn't mean that I didn't prepare for eventualities. I was easygoing, but I was not careless or stupid. I avoided congestion. I avoided large cities during rush hours. I avoid bad weather. I didn't look for trouble, and I did try and stay away from it.
The first two weeks I spent just driving. I was an avid follower of the "fifteen free parking locations for nomads", and figured that by the end of the year, I would have tried all of them. The problem was that at the rate I was going I would soon use up most of my readies on gas. Although I wasn't planning on anything, I decided to look for some type of opportunity.
It was the middle of July and I was in South Dakota. I didn't plan it, it just happened. I have always heard about Sturgis, but since I had no interest whatsoever in motorcycles, I never thought about going there. The third place that I stopped at offered me free parking, free meals, and some under-the-table cash if I stayed the full month. I had no bartending experience, so I spent the next five weeks working in the kitchen. Running the clipper was no problem, and I even got a chance to do a little kitchen work. It was a bit hectic but exhilarating. I paid attention and learned something in that short time. The rally only lasted for ten days, however, things were active before it started and after it was over. I was busy every day, all day. It was exhilarating, to say the least. By the end of the month, I felt qualified to do most of the fast-food cooking, but I was not a chef.
I stayed on for a week after it was over and then moved on west.
Two weeks later, I had a job cooking at a camping resort near Cody, Wyoming. Free parking, free food, and under-the-table money. How could I complain? After three months, the weather was starting to get a bit nippy, so I left, with a promise to come back the next Spring. They were happy, and I had gotten a lot more experience, and some more traveling money.
[]===[]
The last sign that I saw, said something about the Shoshone National Forest, but I had no idea where the hell I was. It was a nice day, so I pulled over onto what appeared to be a designated parking spot of some sort. It was a nice area, away from the traffic noise. Since I was in no hurry, I decided to stay a few days, or until somebody chased me off.
That was when I met Micah. He wandered up to the camper while I was enjoying the sunset. He was a bit rough looking for an old man, but he didn't look like a bum or a derelict.
"The coffee smells good. Do you have an extra cup to spare?"
I poured him a cup and pulled a folding chair out from under the Rialta.
"My name is Solomon, like the king. What's yours?"
"My name is Micah, not like any king that I know." He smiled at his own wit.
We sat and chatted about the weather, the view, and other insignificant stuff for a few minutes. "Where is your car, Micah?"
"Don't have one. I was walking."
"From where?"
"From home." His short answers were getting a bit annoying and frustrating.
"Is it close?"
"No. Not really. I have been walking for two days now."
"Are you hungry?"
"Yeah! I could eat. Do you have anything handy? I don't want to put you out."
One thing led to another, and I ended up feeding Micah and then he spent the night in the RV. The next morning we had a leisurely breakfast and chatted some more.
"Micah, does anyone know that you are here?"
"Oh yeah! My granddaughter Ottilie. She knows where I am."
"Isn't she worried?"
"Why would she be? I always come home." I was at a loss for words.
"You know, Solomon. Maybe I should go home. I need a change of underwear and some new socks."
"Hey! A bath and a shave wouldn't be bad either, old man."
Thirty minutes later, Micah and I were on our way. The only city sign that I saw, said Lander, but I still didn't know where I was. I should have gotten a GPS for the RV before I left. Maybe I'll get myself one for Christmas. After an endless series of driving directions, we finally ended up in front of a cabin-type home that appeared to be half stone and half logs. It was very picturesque so to speak.
She was standing on the front porch waiting for us. It was as if she knew we were coming, and I found out that she did.
"Thank you for bringing Sabba home. I was afraid that I was going to have to go get him." She was tall, with bronze skin and black hair. I couldn't tell much else because she was dressed in loose jeans and flannel. The term 'sabba' was interesting.
"You knew where he was?"
"Of course. I always know where he is. I have a tracker sewn into his jacket. The battery will last for a week, but I usually get him back after three days or so."
"Does he have dementia? Is that why he wanders?"
"No! He is fine. We had him checked several times. He just likes to walk around in the woods. He has been doing it for two years now and we haven't had a problem. I do have to go get him occasionally, however. If I tried to restrict him in any way, then we would have a problem."
I held out my hand. "I am Solomon by the way. I guess that I saved you a trip."
"Ottilie. Micah is my Grandfather. I appreciate you bringing him home, or did I say that already? Anyway, come on in. I got hot coffee and cold beer. Your choice." Micah had disappeared somewhere. I assumed he was taking a shower and changing clothes.
We talked a while and then Micah reappeared, freshly showered and shaved. Ottilie made lunch. It was the first time that I had had a sit-down meal at a table in several months. It was nice. After lunch, Micah disappeared to someplace, and Ottilie gave me a tour of the property. They owned six hundred and forty acres, but most of it was wooded and mountainous. Not much good for ranching or farming. It was beautiful, however.
Ottilie and I seemed to hit it off. Before I knew what happened, I was committed to supper and promised a hot shower and a regular bed for the night.
A month later I was still there.
[]===[]
The winter was harsh and Micah did not like the snow. He spent the winter wood carving. He liked to carve canes with unique designs and handles. Of course, all of the wood that he used came from the property. I spend hours walking with him, weather permitting, searching for just the right pieces that he wanted. What caught my eye as we were scavenging, was the large numbers of cottonwood trees throughout the property. I happened to know that cottonwood bark carving had become very popular, but all Micah was interested in carving was his canes.
Ottilie kept herself occupied writing romance novels. It appears that she had a knack for it. She had over thirty-five bodice ripper e-books listed on Amazon and a few other sites. She had developed a good following and the new novels sold as soon as she posted them. They were cheap, but she sold a lot of them.
I earned my keep by doing all of the past-due maintenance that the house and outbuildings sorely needed. It appeared to be an ongoing project with no end in sight.
The previous owners of the property had kept horses so there was a full-sized barn at the rear of the house. Micah and Ottilie were not into horses so the barn was empty. I put the Rialta in the barn alongside a utility vehicle that had appeared to never have been used. It only took half a day to get the ATV serviced and in good operating condition. I had a plan but wanted to talk to Ottilie first.
[]====[]
"Ottelie, we have to talk!" She was working on her computer.
"Oh no!" She leaned back in her chair, put the back of her hand on her forehead, and started to moan. Naturally, I stood there with a confused look on my face.
"Lighten up, Solomon, it's a joke."
"I don't get it."
"Let me explain it to you. In all the romance and erotic novels, when a couple has a problem of a sexual nature between them, they always have a conversation that starts with those four words. Usually one of them is going to tell the other one of a dastardly deed that he or she has done or is about to do. This great reveal always has the effect of creating a rift between them. One of them is critically hurt and the other is usually indifferent or vengeful. Or something like that. It can go many, many ways."
"Oh! I just wanted to borrow the ATV."
"Well, that's a big letdown. I was hoping for more." She was smiling. "Do you want a beer?"
Micah was sitting in front of the fireplace, carving. Ottilie had a chair set up with a canvas tarp under it to catch the chips. In the summer she made him sit on the porch to carve.
"Now, what do you need the ATV for?"
I spent the next hour explaining my plan to her. I had three distributors set up who were willing to buy all the cottonwood bark that I could provide at wholesale prices. There was more available wood on the property than we would ever need. We would be harvesting the bark only from dead trees and there were enough on the acreage to keep us busy for many, many years. The only problem that we had was shipping. There was just no practical, cost-effective way to ship the bark.
Ottilie gave me her blessings to do whatever I wanted to do. She even agreed to let Micah help me. Micah was excited to have something to occupy his time. The shipping problem was on hold.
After the cold weather passed, Micah and I had some nice crisp days to start our little project. We decided to do the trees that were easily accessible first. The biggest problem was having to make so many trips back to the barn. The utility cart did not have that big a capacity. Micah was more than happy to be the designated driver. Luckily the barn was big enough to store all that we could collect. As the barn got fuller, we cut back on our gathering. Micah and I were both sleeping well.
[]===[]
Ottelie and I had never talked about ourselves or our situations. I didn't want to intrude on her privacy and I think she felt the same way. It had been quite a while since I left home and I felt that I should contact my daughters at the least. I no longer had a phone so I had to borrow Ottilie's.
"Rose! It's your father." They shared a dorm room, but I didn't know which one I would get. I recognized her voice.
'Dad! Dad! Is that you? My God where the hell have you been?
We have been worried to death. Mom is beside herself. Are you okay?"
"I'm fine, honey. Honest, I'm fine. I just had to get away for a while. I was afraid that I might do something if I stayed around. Didn't your mother explain it to you?"
"Mom said she came home one day and was putting the groceries away when you had a fit and stormed out of the house. She said she hasn't seen or heard from you since."
"That's it? That is all that she said?"
"Yep! She sat around for about two months and then went out and got a job stocking shelves at Target. The night shift pays more and she needed the money. She hasn't been making the house payments, and can barely keep the utilities on. She said the bank has been harassing her. Dad, what the hell is going on?"
"Rose. I could try and take the high road and tell you that your mother should be the one to reveal what happened, but it is a little late for that now. I don't want to be the bad guy, but your mother cheated on me."
"Bullshit! I don't believe that. How do you know and with who?"
"She spent the afternoon having sex with an old boyfriend named Brad Mercer. While she was in his room, taking a shower, he called me using her phone and bragged about it. When she got home, I sort of confronted her and she just walked out of the room. That was when I left."
"What do you mean by 'sort of confronted her'?"
"She took her hair driver with her when she went to meet him. Why would a woman take a hair dryer along to meet an old friend? It was premeditated and she knows that I know it."
"Damn, Dad. Iris and I are going to see her this weekend. We are going to get this straightened out. Can I call you back at this number?"
"No! It belongs to a friend. I am going to block your number after we hang up. I'll call you in a month or so."
"Okay. Take care of yourself. Bye."
[]===[]
I didn't know it, but Ottilie was standing nearby and heard the entire conversation, just one side of course.
That night after Micah turned in, Ottilie and I were in front of the fireplace, drinking wine and making popcorn. Yes, I had firewood duty also.
"I am sorry about what happened between you and your wife."
"You overheard?"
"Yes. I couldn't help it. I think I understand, but I don't want to intrude on your privacy."
That's okay. She cheated and I left. Not much else to it. But now that that is out in the open, what is your story. Tell me what a beautiful, vibrant young Jewish girl is doing hiding in Wyoming?"
"Wow! You missed three out of four there. I am not beautiful. I am not vibrant and I am not hiding. I am Jewish however if that matters."
"You are avoiding my question."
She sighed. "My husband cheated on me and he got himself murdered."
"Got himself murdered! What the hell does that mean?"
She leaned over and whispered in my ear. "Micah killed the son-of-a-bitch." I am sure I heard her giggle a bit.
Now I knew why they were in Wyoming. Micah was in hiding and she was just taking care of him. Nice setup.
[]===[]
We never did figure out a good way to ship the barkwood. I guess it would be better to say that we lost interest in trying to find a good way to ship the barkwood. I never made any attempts to sell the wood, other than the initial contacts that I had made with a few distributors. I sort of just forgot about it. However, Micah and I had gotten into a routine of harvesting it. It was therapeutic for both of us.
It was a nice day, so we decided that rather than harvest, we would spend the time clearing out a few access trails to get to some of the harder-to-reach trees. Both of us were totally spent at the end of the day and surprised to see the barn empty when we got back.
Ottilie was smiling as we dragged ourselves up on the porch. She had some beer ready, although it was cool enough for coffee.
"What happened?"
She was still smiling. "Two guys from Smokey Mountain Timber got here right after you left this morning with a truck. I showed him what was in the barn and he wrote me a check for $4800. They had it loaded and were gone before noon. I didn't know how much it was worth. I hope I did all right."



Micah and I high-fived each other. It seemed odd doing it with a seventy-year-old man from New Jersey. Ottilie took that to mean that everything was okay. I had no idea what it was worth, but as far as I was concerned, it was found money.
It was a good day. Now we had to fill the barn again.
[]===[]
It was time to check in with my daughters.
"Hi, Rose! It's your Dad. Just thought I would check in to see how everything was going."
"Not well, I am afraid. Iris is here, so let me put the phone on speaker."
"How bad is not well?"
"Mom is in jail."
"Okay! I am all ears."
"We talked to Mom after our last conversation. She knew absolutely nothing about the phone call that that guy made. She admitted that she was there and that they had sex, but didn't know what he did or why he did it. Two days later she was arrested."
"Okay, but what was she arrested for?"
"She shot him five times."
"Was he dead?"
"No! She used your old.22 revolver with hollow-point bullets. She shot him five times, just below the navel. It didn't kill him, but it sure did mess up his plumbing."
"It held six bullets."
"Yeah! That is the funny thing. After she shot him, she called 911 and while she was on the phone, she intentionally shot herself in the foot."
"That doesn't make sense."
"We didn't think so either. She told us later that she did it so that she would have something to remember it by."
"Should I come home?"
"No! She will be out on bail in a couple of days. I don't think she is too anxious to see you right now. She regrets what she did, but she doesn't want to talk with Iris and me about it, let alone you."
"Okay! Well, I'll let it be then. I'll call back a bit later."
"Oh, Dad! One more thing. We think she is going to file for divorce. She said that you probably would not do it, so she decided that she would. She refused to discuss it any further. The bank repossessed the house."
Life goes on.
[]===[]
Things pretty much settled down. Ottilie got back to writing, and Micah and I got back to harvesting barkwood. The weather was nice so we took advantage of it. And then I got 'The Talk' from Micah. I wasn't expecting it. He hit me while we were having a lunch break.
"Solomon, my good friend, you are not carrying your share of the load."
"What are you talking about, old man. I do twice the work you do."
"I am not talking about that. I mean at the lodge."
"I don't understand. There is not much to do there. Ottilie takes care of just about everything and when I try to help, she pushes me away."
"That is not what I mean either, damn it. Solomon, Ottilie is a grown woman in the prime of her life. She needs the comfort of a man. She needs strong arms and a warm body. You are the best, and actually the only candidate for the job. It's time for you to step up and be a man."
"Damn it, Micah. You aren't insinuating what I think you are? You want me to sleep with your granddaughter? Hell, how do you know if she is even attracted to me? She has never said anything."
"Of course not, you idiot. She is waiting for you to make the first move."
"What if she turns me down. What will I do then? I'll have to leave and I don't want to. I like it here and I don't want to mess anything up."
"Solomon, believe me. She will not turn you down. Nuff said. Let's get back to work."
Micah was right of course. There was no great reveal or enlightening conversation. That night, Ottilie and I just excused ourselves and went to her room. I moved in the next morning. It was different, but it was still the same. She seems satisfied and I was ecstatic. Micah was smiling for a week.
[]===[]
The weather was starting to warm up. Working the bark was hit and miss over the winter. When it was tolerable, we worked. Otherwise, we relaxed. Micah was busy with his canes, and I tried my hand at bark carving. Teaching myself with the online videos was fun. I used up a lot of band-aids. Ottilie was still writing her novels.
Everything came to a grinding halt the next week. Micah and I were earmarking some trees for the next month's harvest. As we topped the hill overlooking the lodge we saw a state police car and two black sedans parked in front. We watched for a while as Ottilie talked with several of the visitors. She was being very expressive, waving her arms about and stomping her feet. I thought it was pretty serious, but Micah was sort of laughing. Two of the men finally talked her into letting them go into the house, I assumed to look around. I was pretty sure that they were not looking for me because I didn't do anything wrong. I wasn't that sure about Micah.
"Micah, do you remember the place where we first met?" He looked at me, smiled, and nodded his head.
"Can you meet me there in two days?" He repeated his nonverbal reply.
Micah took the few snacks we had with us, all the water, and quietly disappeared over the hill. I hope that Ottilie had his GPS chip fully charged. I continued down to the lodge and played the dim-witted hired hand.
They were indeed looking for Micah. Ottilie had no idea how they traced him to the lodge. In addition to the local police, there were two officials there from New Jersey and two federal agents. It appears that Ottilies' ex-husband was someone of importance. I have no idea what took them so long to locate Micah. They browbeat the hell out of Ottilie but were not interested in me at all. That was a relief.
They left after several hours but did not appear to be happy. Ottilie, however, was ecstatic because I hadn't brought Micah back with me. She did not ask me where he was. I didn't offer. We relaxed that evening and most of the next day.
"I assume that you and Micah have something arranged?" She phrased that as a question. I smiled and nodded. Something that I recently learned from an old man.
"Do you have his passport?" Now she smiled, got up, and left the room. A few minutes later she was back with an Israeli Passport and an envelope with ten thousand dollars in it. We checked several times during the day and evening to see if anybody was watching the lodge. There wasn't.
[]===[]
Micah was right where he was supposed to be the next morning. He was hungry and a bit chilly but in good spirits. Fifteen hours later I dropped him off at the Regina International Airport. I offered to go in with him, but he insisted that it was better if he did it himself. I was sure that he would be on the no-fly list in the states. After a nice steak dinner, I got a room and a good night's sleep. I was back at the lodge the next evening.
I called my daughters and found out that Marcie was now at Muncy serving five to eight. They didn't go into any details and I didn't ask them to. The good news was that I was no longer married. Some sort of prison advocate group had assisted Marcie in filing and processing the divorce in less than ninety days. Reluctantly, I gave Rose the address for the lodge. I really wanted that piece of paper and didn't see any downside.
Since Micah refused to come back to Wyoming for the wedding, Ottilie and I were married in Haifa. Micah gave us the ranch as a wedding present.
[]===[]
How many of you noticed the homage to 'The Wanderer'?
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Bitch From Hell
Rayburn Watley sat and watched his wife JoLynn making a scene on the community hall dance floor. Everybody was watching her. For six years he had been dreading the possibility that this night might come. Of course, it was a lot to ask. JoLynn was a beautiful vibrant woman. For six years their social life was restricted to things that they could do together, or with their two boys. There were no parties, no social gatherings, and no intermingling with friends or acquaintances. To be honest there were very few friends to socialize with.
Rayburn Watley had several reasons for insisting on this strange arrangement. First of all, he was extremely jealous, and JoLynn was a magnet for sleazy guys. She was different from the girls back home in most ways. She knew how to groom herself and dress in the latest styles. She was educated and refined, but still fun and frisky. She was also a big flirt. That was where the problem came in. Why in the world would a jealous man marry a woman who enjoyed teasing and flirting with every man she meets.
Rayburn kept a tight leash on his wife. Their son, Bryan just turned five and, Tyson was almost four. Taking care of them and the household was pretty much a full-time job. Rayburn tried to make things easier by taking everybody out as often as he could. He constantly brings gifts home for his wife; trinkets, flowers, and sweets. He read in a magazine once that doing things like this would keep the little woman content. That was all that he wanted.
The dance tonight was a company affair. Rayburn was employed by a small family-owned construction firm. He worked hard and kept to himself so that there would be no problems. Yes, problems. That was the second reason for his peculiar insistence on not attending social functions.
He was born and raised in Rockingham County, Virginia. It was in the far Western part of the state and if you went a half-mile further you would be in West Virginia. He had three brothers and a sister and missed them dearly. His oldest brother, Thomson, was presently incarcerated. His sister, Nadine, and two younger brothers, Grayson and Fletcher, still lived in the area. He hadn't seen any of them in over six years, since he was forced to leave, which brings us back around to that second reason.
Thomson was in prison for beating a man so bad that he spend two months in the hospital. Rayburn was living and working two states away from home for the same reason. Thomson and Rayburn were both hot-headed and fought like banshees when they were aggravated. When the first punch was thrown, neither one of them felt any pain or anything that could be called mercy after that. The only way that they could be stopped was by restraining them physically. Nadine was the same way but seemed to control it a little better. The two younger brothers were pretty ordinary. Everybody used to tease them about having a different father, which their mother didn't appreciate. Rayburn's mother lived with Nadine, who was married to a long-haul truck driver. He didn't make it home too often and most people understood why.
Both Virginia and West Virginia authorities were waiting for Rayburn to return home so that they could grab him. It wouldn't matter too much which one of them got lucky, either way, he would end up just like Thomson.
Rayburn sat quietly at the back of the room watching his wife. JoLynn was dancing and joking with all the men, married and single. She was a flirt and was enjoying every minute of her free time. It had been far too long. She missed parties and dances and having fun. She was glad that Rayburn had brought her but upset with him for not doing it more often. She was in overdrive; making up for lost time. It was a good night for JoLynn.
As the night went on, things got a little looser. Rayburn watched as the guys started to get a little touchy-feely with his wife. They seemed to be testing the limits that they could go with her. Most of the time she was keeping them in check and still being good-natured about it. Most of the time.
Benny Cordetti was one of the co-owners of Brightbill Enterprises. He was a loud arrogant SOB that Rayburn disliked but tolerated because he was the boss. It was important to make a living and also to keep a low profile. As the night was winding down, Benny started to get a little more creative and adventurous with his hands. It was a slow dance and Benny had both of his hands cupping JoLynn's ass. She wasn't protesting and simply continued to dance as if nothing was happening. Rayburn was squeezing the empty long-neck bottle as hard as he could, but it just would not break.
As Rayburn jumped up, he threw the bottle across the room directly toward his boss. Luckily he hit Cordetti on the shoulder instead of JoLynn. The force was enough to cause the big man to drop to one knee and start cursing. JoLynn turned just in time to see her husband grab her partner and start forcing him across the room. He was getting into position to start wailing on the jerk who dared to paw his wife but never made it. Three guys grabbed Rayburn and pulled the two men apart.
"What the hell are you doing, you idiot?" Cordetti was screaming as he got up off the floor.
"You touch my wife again, you fat fucker, and I'll tear your head off."
"We were just dancing. We were dancing all night. A lot of guys were dancing with her."
"Yeah, but none of them were feeling up her ass while they were doing it. I had no trouble letting people dance with her, but I will not let it go further than that. You crossed the line."
"Your nuts, Rayburn. Your nuts and your drunk. And just to top it off, you are fired also. Stop in tomorrow and get your last check. Throw this bum out."
JoLynn was just standing there with her mouth open. She had never seen her husband like that. She had no idea what brought all this on. Her picture of him up to this point was that of a caring, loving husband. She had noticed that he got a little upset when she flirted, but never anything like this; not in six years.
Rayburn looked at his wife, for some type of support but saw none as he was escorted out. Ten minutes later he was home. He paid the babysitter and plopped down on the sofa. He wasn't drunk. He knew better and he rationed out the drinks over the night.
He was sitting in the dark living room. The only light came from the kitchen. He knew that somebody had given his wife a ride home when he hear the car door slam. He didn't bother looking to see who it was. Was it Benny?
"Well, thanks for making that a night to remember. I have never been so humiliated. Thanks a bunch, Rayburn."
She tossed her wrap on the chair and noticed that she got no reply from her husband. "Did you hear me? Are you awake, or are you so damn drunk you can't think straight?"
"I am fine I see you made it home all right."
"No thanks to you."
Rayburn didn't feel like arguing with her. He was sitting here because he didn't want to be in bed when she got home if she got home.
"By the way, I got your job back for you. You go back tomorrow like normal."
"What the hell did you do? Did you fuck him, so that he would give me my job back?" As soon as the words left his mouth, he regretted saying them, but it was too late.
"No, damn it. I gave him a blowjob so that he would give you your job back. I fucked him because I wanted to."
JoLynn was steaming mad as she slammed the bedroom door. Her words hurt him more than anything else had in his entire life. He could tell that she was furious, but she had no idea of the demon that she had let loose. Rayburn spent the night sleeping in his truck.
After grabbing some breakfast, Rayburn waited in the company lot for the payroll office to open. Waiting was bad because it gave him time to think. He replayed the events of the previous night over and over. He always stopped when he got to JoLynn 's confession or whatever it was. "No, damn it. I gave him a blowjob so that he would give you your job back. I fucked him because I wanted to."
He watched as Benny Cordetti arrived in his black Cadillac. Hell, nobody drives them anymore. Finally, when he felt that everything should be up and running he went in.
The girl in payroll seemed hesitant to make out a check for him but eventually did. He signed a few termination forms concerning medical crap and tax info, before leaving. Rayburn breathed a sigh of relief as he walked out, but he was too late.
"Hey, Rayburn. What the hell is going on?" In the daylight, Benny looked even bigger and pudgier. "Didn't you old lady tell you? Everything is Okay. I un-fired you." Rayburn waited as he walked towards him. Several of the workers stopped what they were doing and stared their way.
"I am sorry about all the misunderstanding, Rayburn. I am sure that things will be fine from now on. We are all looking forward to you and your wife being at more of our parties."
Benny Cordetti looked at Rayburn Watley with a big smirk on his face, and that was a mistake. Benny was a foot taller than Rayburn and had him by at least sixty pounds. None of that made a difference.
The big man stood on his feet for longer than Rayburn had expected. Finally, Rayburn felt, or rather heard, a few ribs crack. That sent Benny to one knee. A steel-toed shoe quickly broke the knee cap that was in the front, dropping him to the ground. Benny's exposed gonads were the next target and when he rolled on his back for protection, Rayburn was immediately on his chest. Most of the blows from there on fell on Benny's face. One that missed, broke a collar bone. A sudden pain in his right hand caused Rayburn to start using his left. Cordetti's face was a bloody mess by the time several of the workers pulled Rayburn from the beaten body. Two of them ended up on the ground and then they all let him go as he walked to his truck. A few of the men were helping Coredtti, but most of them were watching Rayburn in awe. None of them had ever witnessed a spectacle like that.
[]---[]
Bryan and Tyson were playing in the sideyard when he got home. Rayburn opened the door and whistled. In no time, the two boys were in the truck. Rayburn watched in the rear view mirror as JoLynn stood on the back porch yelling and waving her arms. Tough shit.
An hour later, they were on Interstate 81 going South. The boys were eager for lunch at Mickey D's but started to ask about their mother. Rayburn tried to change the subject by telling them about the good times that they were going to have at Aunt Nadine's.
Rayburn stopped by to see Nadine who sent him directly over to Fletcher's place. He had just gotten married and rented a house that was twice as big as he needed, to make his new bride happy. She had a four-year-old son from a previous marriage, so that would work out well.
Fletcher and Grayson were down in Arlington working. They usually left Monday morning and came back Friday night. It was not the best situation, but it was good steady work. Nadine and Fletcher's wife, Garnet, spent most of the evening with Rayburn. Nadine had plenty of free time so she was going to go up to Pennsylvania and get all of the boy's clothing and toys. Rayburn laughed when she volunteered as quickly as she did. If anybody could handle JoLynn it was Nadine. She was mean, hard, and nasty as hell. Rayburn never could understand how she got a man to marry her. He figured she must have scared him into it, or else he had a wooden leg and couldn't run away. She wasn't amused when he mentioned it. Nadine insisted that Roger married her for her looks and pleasant personality. Then she would always burst out laughing at her own joke.
[]---[]
She left at first light and arrived at the house by lunch.
"Who the hell are you?" JoLynn was still not dressed. It was obvious that she had been crying.
"I hate to say it, but in this case it is true. I am your worse nightmare."
"Oh, crap. Now what. I can't take much more of this." Nadine watched as JoLynn slowly walked into the living room and fell into the sofa.
"I am Nadine. Rayburn's older sister. I promise not to hurt you, but I will not put up with any bullshit. Do you understand?"
"No. I don't understand. You are in my house and you are not the boss of me. As long as you are in my house, I will do and say what the hell I like. I don't care if you like it or not."
All of a sudden Nadine knew why Rayburn had married this woman. She looked like a Barbie Doll, but she had balls. What she couldn't understand was how come she and Rayburn hadn't beaten themselves to death over the last six years. If any woman had talked to Rayburn like that, he would have punched her clock, female or not. From the looks of things, Rayburn had never given this one an attitude adjustment.
"JoLynn, do you have anything we can eat for lunch? I didn't get any breakfast today."
"Yeah. Com' on in the kitchen. I can rustle something up quick. Do you want coffee?"
"I'd rather have a coke if you got one."
Neither woman talked for a few minutes. Nadine sat and Jolynn served and then sat. "Where the hell is my husband?"
"Why do you care?"
"He is my husband and he has my kids. Where are my kids?"
"With your husband. They are safe and having a good time."
"Where, damn it? This is my house. Quit playing cutesy little word games with me.?
"They are home in Rockingham County."
"Why?"
"Because if he stayed, he would probably kill you."
"Why the hell would he want to kill me?"
"Because you cheated on him. That is something no Watley man will stand for. Hell, I can't figure out why you are here now."
"Oh, crap. I knew I screwed up the minute I said that. Dumb, dumb, dumb."
"Do you want to explain that?"
"Do you want another coke?"
"No, but I'll have some coffee now."
JoLynn pours two cups of coffee. Nadine waved off the cream.
"When I came home from that damn party, I told Rayburn that his boss relented and that he still had his job. When Rayburn made some smart assed remark about me screwing his boss so that he could keep his job, I hit the ceiling. I was furious. The fact that he would even think such a thing was more than I could take. I did the only thing I could think of, I gave him a smart assed answer. That's what got me in trouble."
"What the hell did you say?"
"I said that I gave his boss a blowjob so that he would give him his job back, and that I screwed his boss because I wanted to."
Nadine took a sip of the hot coffee. "Wow. I am amazed that he didn't kill you right then and there. You must be a real blonde because that was the stupidest thing any woman ever said to Rayburn Watley. Really stupid."
JoLynn didn't respond.
"What happened that caused Rayburn to get fired in the first place?"
"I was acting like a college coed at a frat party all night. I could tell that Rayburn was getting upset with me, but I was having so much fun I didn't want to stop. I was having one last dance with Rayburn's boss, Mister Cordetti when things finally got out of hand. Cordetti put both of his hands on my ass cheeks. I was telling him to remove them right away or I was going to kick him in the nuts so hard he wouldn't walk for a week. I didn't want to make a scene. Well, I was too late. Before we knew it, Rayburn threw a beer bottle at Cordetti and hit him in the back of his shoulder. I think he was aiming for his head."
"Now that sounds like my brother."
"One thing led to another and in a fit of anger, Cordetti fired Rayburn on the spot. Rayburn stormed out before things cooled down. I talked to Mister Cordetti for about ten minutes and he admitted it was a bad move on his part and that Rayburn was justified in what he did. He said he could still keep his job and he apologized to me. He also told me to apologize to Rayburn for him. I never got the chance."
"So you never had sex with this Cordetti guy?"
"Hell no. There is no way I would ever think about cheating on Rayburn."
"Why did you say that you did?"
"Because I was pissed off. He just accused me of being a whore. I won't take that shit from anyone, including him. Before I knew it, my mouth was throwing out all that crap and there was no way to take it back. The only person that got fucked that night was me. I did it to myself. Me and my big mouth."
JoLynn collected the empty cups. She seemed to be crying or at least her eyes had teared up.
"What are you going to do now?"
"I don't know. Do you have any suggestions? You seem to know a hell of a lot more about Rayburn than I do."
"Did you know that he was wanted by the law in two states?"
"What? No, I didn't know that. What the hell did he do?"
"Damn, girl. That's a dumb question. What did he do to Benny Cordetti yesterday morning?"
"Oh, God. No. Cordetti isn't expected to get out of the hospital for at least three weeks."
"That is the Rayburn that we all love and adore."
Both women sat for a few moments without talking.
"He can't come back here, can he?"
"Nope."
"He can't stay there either?"
"That's right."
"What the hell are we going to do?"
"What do you mean 'WE'? You are not one of Rayburn's favorite people right now."
"Oh, crap. He doesn't know the truth. There is no way that he can know what really happened. Damn, I am screwed again."
"Look, JoLynn it has been very interesting meeting you. I enjoyed the lunch and the conversation, but right now I have to get the kid's stuff and get back on the road."
"Can I come with you?"
"Hell no. Are you trying to get me killed?"
"Can I have your phone number?"
"I can handle that, but don't expect me to take sides here. Rayburn is my brother. Blood comes first."
"We have some money in the bank that we were saving to buy a house. Does Rayburn need money? I can get it out for him."
"He is fine. He is with his family. He doesn't need anything. Hold on to that money. You might need it."
Two hours later Nadine was on the road headed south. She would be home in time for supper.
[]---[]
There was a big family gathering that evening. Nadine told Rayburn what JoLynn had told her, but he wasn't buying it. Until she could prove otherwise, he was going to assume that what she said first, in the heat of anger, was the truth. The story that she told Nadine was a contrived cover-up. The big problem seemed to be what he was going to do next. He couldn't chance staying where he was and he couldn't go back to Pennsylvania. Fletcher had a friend who owned a company that built yuppie log cabins in Winchester, Tennessee. A quick phone call and one of the problems was solved. Garnet was going to keep Bryan and Tyson until Rayburn could find a place to live. Garnet made great grits. Nadine was going to bring them down and help Rayburn set up house, and find some sort of sitter for the boys while Rayburn worked. Rayburn wasn't planning on leaving until Monday morning, so he had a full weekend to enjoy with his family.
Although Rayburn had tried his best to get home without anybody finding out, it didn't work. Someone recognized him, and it didn't take long for the word to get around. It never did seem to reach the ears of the law, but it did get the interest of a few other people.
Rayburn Watley had become a legend in the area. All of the want-to-be badasses could get a quick reputation if they took down Rayburn. It was like the dime western novels about the young gunslingers challenging the older experienced ones, only there were no six-shooters involved this time.
To make matter worse, JoLynn Watley had been driving all day to find her husband and get him straightened out. The longer she drove the madder she got. By the time she reached Rockingham County, she was royally pissed.
The Watley family was settled in with plenty of cold beer and two grills loaded with ribs and burgers. The plan was to stay low profile and enjoy the weekend. Everything was fine until the first phone call.



Fletcher took the phone call. He was laughing when he hung up, and naturally got everyone's attention.
"Damn it, Fletch. What the hell is so funny?" Nadine was the first to jump in.
He giggled a little before speaking. "Danny down at the Grist Mill Bar said that a pissed-off blonde spit-fire was just down there demanding to know where she could find Rayburn Watley. It appears that she is hitting all of the bars trying to find her husband and she is being very vocal about it. He said that it sounded like she was being obnoxious on purpose just to bait you."
"Nadine does that sound like something that my wife would do?"
Nadine couldn't help but laugh. "Damn right. She is going to raise a fuss until she finds you. I think the woman is in love, Rayburn."
"I think she is crazy. You know very well that the law is going to get wind of this and then we will have problems."
The tone of the conversation around the table was mixed, but most everybody thought that it was funny; that is until the next phone call.
They all watched Fletcher until he got done and then waited for him to tell them what was going on.
"Rayburn. Do you remember a guy called RB Griffith from over in Page County?"
"Yeah. A badass guy that lived just east of Luray."
"Well my good brother, he is looking for you also, and it looks like sometime tonight your wife and RB Griffith are bound to end up at the same place at the same time."
The room went silent for a moment. Rayburn finally stood up and set his long neck on the table. "You all have to excuse me for a few minutes while I go find my loving wife."
Now Fletcher and Grayson did not want to miss any of what was going to be going on, but Rayburn motioned for them to sit. He did, however, indicate that he wanted Nadine with him.
He saw JoLynn's car in front of Wet Willy's. He parked in the back and he and Nadine entered the side door. It was a Saturday night at a country honky-tonk, but you could have heard a pin drop, except for the two people having words in the middle of the dance floor. JoLynn was standing nose to nose with RB Griffith. Of course, he had to stoop over some to even things up. RG Griffith was big and he was also fat. The extra weight could be an advantage or a disadvantage, depending on how you looked at it. Rayburn and Nadine slowly moved closer. Everybody was transfixed on the couple, waiting for something to happen.
"You lay one finger on my husband, you miserable piece of shit, and I will rip your balls off and feed them to my dog."
Rayburn laughed to himself because they didn't even have a dog.
"I'll tell you what little lady after I get done with the skinny runt you call a husband, I'll come back and show what a real man is like."
It was like two kids in a schoolyard. They kept at it for over a minute. It was obvious that JoLynn was not the least bit afraid of the asshole, but it would have to end eventually. Rayburn inched a little closer and Nadine stayed right with him.
RB leaned closer to JoLynn and grinned as he whispered something to her. Big mistake. JoLynn gave him a head butt that was just hard enough to cause him to turn his head, close his eyes and pinch the bridge of his nose. It was not hard enough to hurt him, but it was annoying and embarrassing.
Before opening his eyes, he reached out and grabbed for what he thought was JoLynn's blouse. A second later he realized that he had a hold of Rayburn's shirt. The look of surprise on his face was immediately followed by a satisfied grin.
The second head butt was a lot harder than the first one.
RB Griffith was on one knee and the first real blow had not yet been struck. The grin was gone and the blood was flowing. Nadine took JoLynn aside as Rayburn placed a steel-toed boot directly on RB's left knee cap, and then started the pounding. It was all over in less than a minute. Rayburn was not able to do much damage to RB's ribs or torso because of all the body fat, but there were plenty of other areas to get his attention. He stopped pummeling his adversary only when somebody announced that the Sheriff had just arrived.
Rayburn went out the side door as the officers came in the front. The confusion in the room made things difficult for the law enforcement professionals and he had no trouble getting away.
[]---[]
Nadine took JoLynn home with her, but she took the long way. She had no idea what Rayburn's intentions were, but she didn't want to rush him. By the time they got to the house Rayburn had gotten his stuff and was on the way to Tennessee. JoLynn was furious. Nadine thought the whole thing was funny as hell.
It took JoLynn a couple of weeks to figure out that Rayburn was not coming back. A couple of weeks more and she had a good idea where he was. One morning she just disappeared. Nadine called Rayburn and let him know that she was on her way, and in a bad mood. JoLynn had dropped the boys off at Fletcher and Garnet's place when she left.
Rayburn and Grayson were trying to keep a low profile while they were staying in Winchester. They didn't become hermits or anything like that, but they did tone things down a bit. Nadine showed up a couple of days after she called. No one knew anything about JoLynn. While Rayburn and Grayson were working, Nadine visited all of the local clubs and honky-tonks to see If JoLynn had been around. It had been several weeks since she left.
"I found her." Nadine seemed quite pleased with herself.
"Do you want to let us in on it?" Rayburn seemed more perturbed than pleased.
"She is staying at a trailer park near Belvidere, with a biker name Ozman. It appears that they have become quite attached. She is very open about the fact that she is here looking for you. She bops around a lot, but their favorite place is a bar called the Monkey Barn. Ozman works at a muscle gym in downtown Winchester as a trainer. He considers himself to be a badass and a biker, although he is not affiliated."
"That's nice to know, but what am I supposed to do now?"
"Brother, you are going to have to talk to her sometime. You might as well do it now." Grayson plopped three long necks down on the table.
[]---[]
Rayburn, Grayson, and Nadine sat over to the side. The Monkey Barn wasn't that big, but it had a good crowd. They were not trying to hide and it worked out for them. JoLynn showed up with a big guy that had to be Ozman. He was big and he was solid. No beer belly on this guy. She was all over him, which tended to piss Rayburn off. After ten minutes she finally noticed him, and her attention to Ozman picked up. Now that she knew he was here, she was doing it to aggravate him. It worked.
JoLynn stopped by the bar and grabbed three beers. Ozman just stood across the room and watched, as she walked over.
"Well, if it isn't my husband and his loving family. Surprise finding you here." She placed a beer down in front of each of them.
"What do you want, JoLynn? Why do you insist on following me, when you know that I don't want you?"
"You know what the hell I want? I am your wife. I want us back together; you, me, and the kids. That is what I want."
"If that was true then what the hell are you doing with that want-a-be biker over there?"
"He is not a want-a-be. He is a real man. I needed a place to stay while I was looking for you, and he had a room available."
"I assume that you are also sharing his bed?" Rayburn phased that as a question.
"That's none of your damn business. If you were doing your job as a husband, none of this would be necessary."
Nobody said anything for a few seconds. "How are my kids, Nadine? Is Garnet still taking care of them for me?"
There was still no response in any fashion. Finally, she got pissed and walked back to her new friend.
Things quieted down for a while. They decided to finish their beers and leave. They saw everything they wanted to see. That was when everything turned to shit.
As they got out of their chairs Rayburn seemed to stumble. He was a bit groggy and was having a hard time walking or even standing. Nadine and Grayson hadn't noticed. He was still mobile, but not like his normal self. They never made it to the door. Ozman bumped into Rayburn as he walked by and the next thing they knew, he was beating on him. Nadine and Grayson were totally confused. This had never happened before. Rayburn never fought back. Ozman beat him until he fell and then started kicking him. Finally, Nadine jumped into the fray to protect her brother. Nadine looked over and saw JoLynn smiling. JoLynn was actually laughing as she and Ozman scooted out the door.
Grayson insisted that the hospital run a complete tox screen on his brother. There was no doubt that he had been drugged and the police were immediately notified. The damages were pretty serious and Rayburn spent five days in the hospital. The police never found Ozman or JoLynn. Rayburn and Nadine returned to West Virginia so that he could recover. For some reason, local law enforcement on both sides of the state line did not bother him.
[]---[]
Exercise had never been a part of Rayburn's life. His zero body fat and sinewy body came naturally, augmented by hard work. Things had changed now. Nadine quickly learned that therapy and exercise were necessary for Rayburn's recovery and she made sure that he got both. Luckily there were no serious problems. After several months he was back to normal or even better. He was ready to return to Winchester when they got the call.
"Grayson, what is going on, brother?"
"Just a small bit of news, that I thought that you might be interested in. It seems that Ozman and your wife left for Sturgis this morning. They are on his bike, so I figure it would take about three days."
"Were they there in Winchester?"
"No! After the problem at the Monkey Barn, they moved down to Chattanooga. That is why we couldn't find them. He was bragging to a few old friends here in town, and that is how I found out about their trip."
"What the hell was he bragging about?"
"The beat down. He is claiming that he is the only guy that was ever able to take Rayburn Watley."
"Well, that sucks."
"It gets worse. He is also claiming that he took your wife."
Nadine chimed in about that time. "I'll have the truck packed and ready in an hour. Rayburn, go drop the boys off at Garnets, and be back here in ten minutes, no more. We got a long trip ahead of us."
[]---[]
It took them exactly twenty-four hours to cover the 1600 miles. Nadine was able to get a room in Deadwood. That was close enough for what they needed to do. You just can't compete with a crowd of half a million people. Most of the first day was spent sleeping and refueling their bodies. They had no idea where to start looking or how to go about it.
Since most of the town was blocked off from all traffic except motorcycles, they ended up having to walk almost everywhere. Nadine thought it was a bit of fun, but it just pissed Rayburn off. They spent ten hours looking the first day and had no luck.
The second day started no better. They decided to split up and keep in touch with their cell phones. It was about four in the afternoon when he found the Ozman. He and JoLynn were partying heavy with a rowdy bunch in the middle of a packed beer hall. He called Nadine and told her where he was. Rayburn watched his wife and her new man for about ten minutes, and then slowly worked his way through the crowd. If he tried to start something inside, it would be quickly stopped. He had to get him outside, where there might be a chance.
He got within ten feet of their table when JoLynn saw him. "Oh shit!" Their table mates all turned around to look when she yelled. Rayburn wasn't that big and wasn't that nasty looking, but he did get everyone's attention. Ozman knocked over his chair trying to get up. He started pushing and shoving through the crowd trying to get to the door. He had at least thirty feet to go. JoLynn crouched down and tried to make herself appear invisible. It didn't work. Rayburn followed but didn't rush.
Ozman gave one last look over his shoulder and then darted out the door. He never heard the siren or the squeal of brakes from the EMT vehicle when it hit him. Ambulances and firetrucks were the only exceptions to the traffic rules. Nadine arrived just in time to see him get creamed.
There was quite a commotion going on by now, and it didn't take long for JoLynn to end up kneeling beside her escort. The EMT people were right on the problem, but she was still looking around the crowd for Rayburn. Then she noticed Nadine right by her side. She was forced to make a choice, so in the confusion, she slipped away through the crowd. Nadine followed her as she disappeared into the RV /bus parking area.
Ozman got a square hit from the EMT vehicle and ended up with two broken legs.
[]---[]
Rayburn quietly watched as the EMT crew loaded Ozman in the back of the vehicle with their other patient. He was amazed that they could get two stretchers in it at one time. It was a long drive to get here and he didn't even get one shot in. Ten minutes later Nadine returned.
"Did you lose her?"
"Nope!"
"Are you gonna tell me what is going on?"
"Not until I have a cold beer." She was sort of giggling as they walked into the beer tent. Nadine was not a giggle type of girl, so it seemed a bit odd.
"Your wife was sort of darting all around in the parking area, trying to get someone to let her in one of the vehicles. Most of them were empty. She finally found a couple of guys who must have agreed to let her hide in their bus. I waved at one of them. and he came over with a grin on his face. However, it was not what he expected. My Spanish sucked, but I ended up giving him eight hundred dollars if he agreed to take JoLynn with them when they left." Nadine finished half of the long neck in one swig.
"Where were they going?"
"Don't know! Didn't ask! But the logo on the side of the bus said 'Diablos de Juarez'".
We both sort of chuckled at that. "By the way, you owe me eight hundred bucks."
[]---[]
When we got back, there was a big red Freightliner parked at the motel. Nadine had kept Roger updated on our location, but had not expected him to show up. I left Nadine and Roger to use the room, and I found the Deadwood Legends Steakhouse. I ordered a big ribeye, but couldn't finish it. My sister and her husband were still in the room when I got back, so I made myself comfortable in the pickup and tried to catch a few winks. He didn't seem too afraid of her.
The tapping on the truck window woke me from a light nap. I figured Nadine and Roger were done, but I was wrong. It was a twenty-some-year-old girl, dressed like a what-a-be biker chick.
"I'm not interested. Go to the truck stop about a quarter-mile down the road."
"I am not a hooker damn it! I just need to ask you a question." I think I pissed her off.
"What?"
"I see that you got Virginia plates on your truck. Are you going back there?"
"Yeah!.
"I need a ride to Harrisonburg."
I moaned and groaned a bit and then got out of the truck. I gestured toward the motel dining room and started walking. She picked up her backpack and followed me.
"Do you want some coffee?" I got a nod, but nothing more. When the waitress started to approach the table, she leaned over and whispered, "Could I get a burger also?"
I added a large plate of fries to the order and then introduced myself. "My name is Rayburn. What's yours?"
"Wanda. Wanda Stiles."
"How did you get here, Wanda?"
"One of the guys that I worked with convinced me that we would have a great time here at the rally. He might be having a great time, but I am not. Two days on the back of a Goldwing might sound like fun to some people, but not me. He didn't even get a motel room. I refuse to spend one more night in a camping tent."
"That's it?"
"No! The son-of-a-bitch offered to share me with some of his new biker buddies. That is when I decided that I had to get out of here."
Wanda ate the burger like she hadn't eaten in days. She did a pretty good job on the fries also. She wasn't skinny and she wasn't fat. More like a corn-fed farm girl. About that time Nadine and Roger walked in. I made the introductions.
"Oh shit. I am sorry." Wanda said. "I thought that you were traveling alone."
"He is now." Nadine blasted as she waved over the waitress. "Rayburn, I am going to ride back with Roger, if you don't mind. In fact, I am going to ride back with him, if you do mind." She thought that was funny. Roger just smiled.
[]---[]
So another chapter in the life of Rayburn Watley ends. Nadine and Roger didn't get back to West Virginia for another three weeks. The Ozman spent four weeks at the hospital in Rapid City. His Harley disappeared while he was there. Nobody heard from JoLynn again. Things between Wanda and Rayburn improved during their trip home and took a sudden jump while they were passing through Indiana, and Wanda found out his last name. Rayburn Watley was and still is a name to reckon with in Virginia. Greta is teaching Wanda how to make grits.
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My name is Martin Blake. I am that guy. What I mean is that I am the guy that everybody hates. Right now I am in the Central Division Police station waiting for my favorite detective, Carla Ramos, to arrive and take my statement. Carla and I go way back. What I mean is I have had dealings with detective Ramos on several other occasions. She knows what I am and we sort of have an understanding.
So what am I? I am an unmarried, middle-aged guy who is sexually active and not ashamed of it. I am good-looking and in great physical shape. I wear only the most stylish and expensive clothing. I have a great job, drive an expensive car, and do not want for money. I love sex and I am very good at it.
What is the problem, you ask? Well, I guess it is because I will only have sex with married women. Not just any married women, just the ones who meet my standards. Most single women are looking for some sort of commitment that I am unwilling to give. I am not interested in having a steady, regular partner. I definitely do not want a wife and or a family. Single women are usually, but not always, looking for something.
Married women on the other hand are a bit different. Yes, they are looking for something, but there is usually no commitment attached to it. They want a bit of excitement in their dull lives. They crave some affection or love, just for an evening, that they cannot get at home. They want to experience sometime nasty for a change. They are bored out of their minds, or they are tired of being ignored. I could go on and on, but you get the picture. The important thing is that they don't want me, they just want to use me. And I let them.
Of course, I don't really understand why people hate me. I guess I am trying to rationalize what I do. I do not pursue married women. I don't pursue any women at all. I am friendly and I am congenial. I try not to be nasty, rude, or impolite unless it is necessary. I have never blackmailed, threatened, or drugged a woman to have sex. I have never schemed or manipulated a woman to get her to bed.
The police station always seems to be busy at this time of night. Yes, I have been here before. After what seemed like an hour, but was quite less, Detective Ramos graces me with her appearance.
"What is going on, Martin? Did some irate husband assault you again?" She plopped down in her chair and did a taste test of her machine coffee.
"No! It is a hell of a lot more serious, at least it is to me. I think I need your help."
"Did you stop by the medical facility?"
"Damn it, Carla. Get serious for a minute. I don't want to get railroaded and you are the only one who can help me."
"What the hell do you mean by 'railroaded'?"
"Earlier this evening I spent some quality time with a married lady who called herself Wanda. I have no idea what her last name is. Everything seemed fine for the first two hours and then it went to hell. We were getting ready to leave the room when I noticed that she took a pill from a small bottle and swallowed it. Jokingly, I asked her if it was the morning after pill. She giggled and replied 'no silly, it is Ecstasy.'."
"Well, I will admit Martin, it is getting a bit interesting. Go on."
"I asked her why she was taking it now instead of before, and she replied that she wanted to enjoy the sex without being drugged up. I gave her a confused look. She sat down and explained to me that she was going to wait a half hour or so and then go to the City General Hospital and report that she had been drugged and raped. That way her husband could not accuse her of cheating on him and he would comfort her instead of criticizing her."
"That is the most ridiculous thing I ever heard of. Was she serious?"
"As far as I could tell. I mentioned to her that I could be arrested for rape and she just laughed. She said that she didn't even know my name, so nobody would ever know."
"Martin, I thought that you only picked up the smart ones."
"Me too. Hell, she wasn't even blonde."
"You are in the database, aren't you?"
"Yep! With a hobby like mine, there is no way that I could avoid it."
"I see your problem. In a couple of hours, we are going to get a report of a rape and the DNA will identify the rapist as Marin Blank, Esq."
"Can you help me?"
"I thought that you would be smart enough to protect yourself against something like that?"
"I am, sort of."
"What does that mean?"
I pulled out my android tablet and set it on the desk with a mischievous grin on my face.
"Damn, Martin! Do you tape your episodes with these women? That seems a bit perverted, even for you."
"I don't do it for the sex. Do have any idea how easy it is to get blackmailed and shaken down by some of these proper housewives. I do it just to cover my ass, like tonight. Do you want to see it or not?"
"Okay! Can you fast forward through the sex parts and just go to the end?"
"Absolutely!" Things were quiet for a few minutes as Carla watched the fiasco take place.
"Okay, Martin. You win! I'll make a quick copy of this and then you are free to go. I got all the information that I need."
I had a cup of that machine coffee and she was back five minutes later. I signed a few papers and got my tablet back. Before I left I looked over my shoulder and said "You are not going to watch that are you?" I think I saw her stick her tongue out and grin at me.
[]---[]
True to her word, Detective Ramos was able to take care of almost everything. I did have to come down to the station to make a few statements and sign a few more forms, but that was about it. While I was there I happened to see Wanda and a man that I assumed to be her husband. Things did not look as if they were going well for her. I stayed back so that she would not see me.
Carla was looking at me a bit funny before I left. "You looked at the video didn't you?" I swear she blushed a little.
"Well, now I at least know what the attraction is." I think she was smiling.
[]---[]
Things went on as normal for several months, and then I hit another problem. She was attractive, although a bit overweight, and seemed completely normal until we got to the room. We never did get around to doing anything of a sexual nature. She broke down crying as she started to undress and I ended up just sitting and holding her. Things seemed to deteriorate over the next two hours. She hadn't drunk that much and there were no drugs involved as far as I knew. My normal afternoon experiences usually consisted of quick, comfortable, consensual sex. I was unequipped for these. There was a constant babbling that meant absolutely nothing to me. In desperation, I called Carla.
Twenty minutes later there was a knock on the door.
"Are you Martin?" I just nodded affirmatively.
"Detective Ramos said you needed some help. I am Sarah Phillips from the suicide prevention unit. Do you want to fill me in on what is happening?"
It was easy to see that Sarah Phillips knew what she was doing and ten minutes later she asked me to quietly leave, after instructing me to stop by the station and fill out a few forms.
I couldn't figure out if I did the right thing for this woman or if I contributed to her problem by picking her up. I wanted to make her feel better, not worse. Seducing unhappy women was getting to be a depressing hobby.
[---]
Occasionally, I would stop by the Pickle Bar for a quick drink. The Pickle Bar was the local police joint. This is where they congregated after work and for special occasions. To all the cops, I was a perp and they jokingly treated me as one. It was good-natured fun.
It was late on a Friday night when Freddy the bartender from the Pickle called my cell. That had never happened before.
"Martin! This is Freddy down at the Pickle. I need your help."
"How can I help you? You must have twenty cops there right now."
"It's Detective Ramos. She is smashed. Totally out of it. I got her in the back room right now. She doesn't want any of the guys to see her. She asked me to call you."
"For what?"
"She wants you to come to get her. She is embarrassed I think. If you park in the alley, we can take her out the back door.'
An hour later I had a passed-out Carla Ramos sleeping it off in my bed. The first time I ever had taken a woman to my apartment. Women are for hotel rooms, my apartment is for me. I slept on the couch.
I had pastry and coffee ready the next morning when she finally woke. She didn't say anything for the first half hour.
"I need a shower."
Thirty minutes later she was in better shape. She looked good in a pair of my old sweats, but I didn't have a hair dryer for her. She towel dried it the best that she could. I just sat and stared at her.
"My husband served me with divorce papers. His twenty-two-year-old secretary is pregnant."
"Do you need a place to stay?"
"No! He moved out. The rent is a bit high, so I will probably have to find another place later. I am good for now, but thanks for the offer."
[]---[]
Winter was fast approaching. I was not cruising as much as I used to. I think I was getting tired of the game, but it was a hard habit to break. I was coming out of the Mayflower Hotel with my latest hot wife, and there was three inches of snow on the ground. My Lexus was about a hundred feet across the lot. I took out my fob and hit the remote start button, from the hotel entrance.
The explosion was deafening. My beautiful white Lexus was virtually gone and the cars on either side were on fire. Being the gentleman that I was, I called an Uber for my lady friend, and then I called Carla. For some reason I wanted her to know. She was there, thirty minutes later. All that was left, by that time, were two burned-out cars and a hole where the Lexus was.
She gave me a ride home, but I didn't get a whole lot of sympathy from her. As far as she was concerned it was something that I should have been expecting to happen eventually. I did ask her to stay the night, but she just laughed.
[]---[]
I decided not to replace the Lexus. For the next couple of months, I was using Ubers. I got used to it and pretty soon it felt very natural. My hunting excursions were now about half of what they used to be. Some evenings, I ended up at the Pickle Bar with Carla. Occasionally we would go out to eat. Gradually we found that we were going out to eat more than we were going out to drink. We still never slept together.
I was still out cruising for desperate housewives when Carla was not free.
It was late on a Friday and I had just left a satisfied customer at the Mayflower. She wanted to stay and shower, so I said my goodbyes. My Uber was just pulling up when I was suddenly struck from behind. It hurt Like hell and I found myself on the ground looking up at a big guy wearing a baklava and swinging a baseball bat. I took about three more good solid hits before I heard a loud screeching noise like a siren. My assailant quickly left and I found the Uber driver standing over me, with his phone in one hand and an emergency alarm in the other.
I don't know how I got to the hospital. The first thing I noticed was Carla sitting in the chair aside from my bed. How did she know? I knew that I was going to end up getting the same old lecture from her about my avocation. I ended up with two cracked ribs and quite a few bruises on my arms and legs. Luckily none of the swings hit my head or my gonads. I guess it was good that the Uber driver responded as he did. I could still walk, feed myself and go to the bathroom. They only kept me for three days.
Carla stayed at the apartment with me for a couple of days, but there was still no sex.
[]---[]
I was fast losing interest in unhappy housewives. I was beginning to think that it was more trouble than it was worth. I needed a hobby. I actually went online and started looking for something, anything. I was even getting bored with work. I invested wisely and I didn't waste my money on stupid stuff. I had enough to live on.
So I stopped cruising for unhappy wives and everything went to shit anyhow.
I got the call from City General Hospital. Carla had been shot four times and was in the emergency. I got the call twice. One call came from the police station and the other from the hospital. Carla had listed me as her emergency contact. I didn't know that.
Carla had led a task force that broke up several of the local prostitution operations within the city. One of the primary culprits held her personally responsible for his arrest and decided that retribution was required. He shot her four times, point blank before her partner was able to put him down. She didn't have a vest on. Since she had me down as her primary contact, I didn't have any problems being able to stay with her.
The first few days she was out of it. As the drugs wore off, she became a lot more responsive. We seemed to be jabbing at each other constantly about who had the worse situation; her job or my hobby. It was never resolved.
She was at the hospital for two weeks and at my apartment after that. While she was there, I took it upon myself to move all of her stuff from her apartment to mine. I didn't ask. She didn't complain.
She got a medal and the option of taking a disability retirement if she wanted it.
[]---[]
No, I didn't end up getting roasted at the stake like most of you wanted. I did however give up any and all desires to seek out married women. That was a past life.
Right now I am sitting on the porch of my villa in Porto, Portugal. It was her idea, not mine. I was opting for Panama, but Carla rules. I promised to protect her from getting shot and she promised to keep me away from married women. Actually, she said all women, married or not. We both developed a fondness for rose wine. This is a good place for it. The funny thing is that Carla speaks Spanish, but we ended up in Portugal.
Guess what; not everybody hates me.
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Donna's Dilemma
It all started to fall apart when my fifteen-year-old daughter, Shelly. received one of those DNA kits for Christmas. I don't even remember who gave it to her. She was all excited as she carefully filled out all of the submission requirements and mailed it in. Six weeks later the results finally came back and she was not happy.
Donna and I quietly sat in the living room reading, when our daughter decided to vocalize her discontent. We couldn't make out the actual words, but things were not going well. After fifteen minutes or so she stormed out of her room and announced that she was going over to her girlfriend's house. Donna reminded her to be home by suppertime as she rushed out of the door. I sat there with an amused grin on my face and noticed that Donna seemed a bit more concerned. We both just shrugged and went on with our reading.
Donna and I got married eighteen years ago, right after I finished my residency. After five years, I was considered the leading gall bladder surgeon in the tri-county area. I had all the work I could handle, and life was good.
And then it all went to hell.
We were attending a social affair sponsored by Donna's company, Gilbert Enterprises when I had some type of seizure, which left me with some Parkinson-like neurological tics. It wasn't Parkinson's, but it appeared to be similar. I had a constant tic in my right eye and my lower right arm would twitch sporadically at inopportune moments. They never did figure out exactly what it was, and for some reason, I was so glad that I was just still functional at all, that I didn't pursue it any further. My days as a surgeon were over, however, so I found a new position as a radiologist.
Nine months later, Shelly was born.
Things seemed to move along as well as could be expected. I was not happy with my new affliction, but I was still fully functioning in most areas. I did very well in my new medical position and the compensation was still quite adequate. My home life and my sex life did not suffer, in fact, Donna seemed to be a bit more accommodating. She turned into a sort of 'Stepford' wife. I figured that she felt a bit guilty because I had my seizure while we were at one of her company functions. In any event, I was enjoying her extra attention, so I didn't complain. I truly loved the woman.
We lived that way for fifteen years.
[]---[]
"Donna, any ideas why Shelly got so upset about the ancestry thing?
"I have no clue. I do think that it is best if we just let it slide. I am sure that she will get over it in a few days, no matter what it is." Something about the way that she said that did not sit right with me. I got the feeling that she was trying to divert me away from it without looking obvious. I just smiled and nodded my head.
I didn't get much reading done the rest of the evening, but I did a hell of a lot of thinking. I tried to relate Shelly's attitude with anything else that might be going on, but nothing popped up. Other than the normal squabbles that all families have, we were in good shape. No money difficulties, no problems in the bedroom, and definitely nothing that could relate to our daughter. I had to get a look at that DNA report.
Donna left for work at Gilbert, and Shelly went to school. I stayed home. I found what I was looking for in her study desk drawer. Donna's family is mostly Irish and mine is mostly Scottish with a bit of German tossed in. It seemed that Shelly was 48% Eastern European. I had to laugh a little at the poor quality of the report. As I read further I noted that there was a list of close matches. Of course, Donna's name was right up top, but my name was nowhere on the list. There were also a few names of relatives from Donna's side of the family, but none of mine. I guessed that the only people that would show up on the list were people who had actually had their DNS documented. Donna, Shelly, and I had ours done five years ago as part of an annual physical. Mine should have been on there if Donna's was.
I was starting to get concerned and then I noted a strange name high up on the list. Teresa Haugen was a 46% match. Who the hell was Teresa Haugen?
[]---[]
"Doctor McCall! This is John Terrell."
"Yes, John. Good to hear from you. Is everything okay?"
"Yeah. No problems. I still have that damn twitch and the eye tic, but other than that I am fine. However, I have a small question. A few years ago you took DNA samples from all of us for our medical records. Could you check something for me?"
"What do you need?"
"I am trying to figure out if there are any glitches in the DNA results between Shelly and myself."
"Glitches? What do you mean by glitches?"
"Look Doc. This is embarrassing, but I am trying to find out if Shelly is my biological daughter or not. I don't want to stir up any trouble, I just need to know."
"Oh, Shit! Pardon my French, John. You know you have access to all those files. You could check it yourself."
"I know, but I would prefer if you did it."
"Let me pull up the files, and I will get back to you. Okay? Give me an hour."
"Thanks, Doc. I really do appreciate it."
[]---[]
I think that Donna could tell that I was troubled. Doctor McCall verified that I was not Shelly's father. I did not tell Donna. For the last three days, I have been trying to figure out what I wanted to do. I was surprisingly calm about the whole situation, and I was able to think about it without blowing my cool. It took me several days to locate Teresa Haugen. For some reason, I assumed that she would be about Shelly's age, and I felt like I was a stalking pedophile. I finally found her in the white pages under a listing for Malcolm Haugen. Malcolm was my age and lived in West Chester. I assumed that she was his daughter.
Malcolm agreed to meet me Saturday morning at a Denny's in Exton. I am not sure that he knew who I was, but I detected a bit of apprehension in his voice.
He was early. I was on time. We exchanged formalities.
"Malcolm, I don't remember ever meeting you before. Have you ever lived in Reading?" That brought a slight grimace to his face. He squirmed in his chair a bit as if trying to get comfortable.
"I worked for Gilbert Enterprises about fifteen years ago or so. I believe we met at one of the company functions back then. I left Reading right after that." He seemed relieved to have said it, but still a bit uncomfortable.
"I take it that you knew my wife Donna?" It was a question phrased as a comment.
He didn't answer; he just nodded.
"Do you know why I am here?"
"Not exactly, but I have a good idea." The few moments of silence were stressful.
"What took you so long?"
"I just found out." More silence.
He let out a deep sigh. "I was young; I had been drinking too much and I was caught up in the moment. I know that that was no excuse and I know it was wrong. I think I caved into the peer pressure more than anything else. Donna, your wife, was one of the most fascinating women I had ever met. I knew she was married, but nobody seemed to care at the moment."
"Who was nobody?" He was still squirming a bit.
"The three of us were from the engineering department; Freddy Springer, Clayton Mankey, and I. Donna was being extra friendly with all of us and we were having a great time. There were a lot of innuendos going around and some of them were getting serious."
"Did anybody think about me at all?"
"Donna was constantly looking around to make sure you were not near us. If I remember correctly you were hanging around with some of the older guys talking about golf."
"How did this all go off the rails?"
"Freddy was trying to talk Donna into talking some ecstasy. She kept saying no. He was pretty persistent. That was when everything turned to shit."
"What does that mean?"
"We were all drunk and we were all horny, including Donna. Freddy asked her one more time and she sighed and said ' Don't drug me you idiots, go drug my husband'."
After another long pause, I looked at him. "Say that again!"
"She said 'Don't drug me you idiots, go drug my husband'. That simple phrase has haunted me for the last fifteen years or so. It was so cold and so calculating that I couldn't believe it."
"What happened next?'
"A few minutes later, Freddy took you a drink. You fell asleep on one of the lounge chairs, and we all went upstairs. It was when we came downstairs an hour later that we found out what happened to you."
"What do you mean?"
"It seemed that you had a bad reaction to the drug Freddy gave you and they had to rush you to the hospital. Donna didn't even know about it until after you were gone."
I didn't say anything.
"First thing Monday morning, I quit Gilbert's and moved back home to West Chester. I got a new job, got married, and now have three kids. I have never been back to Reading. I never saw Donna again. I have always regretted what happened and I am truly sorrowful. I don't know what else I can say or do."
I had the waitress bring us a full pot of coffee.
"Malcolm, have you ever had one of those ancestry tests done?"
"No, but my daughter, Teresa did a few years ago."
"Anybody else in the family?"
"No, just her. She got it as a present. Why do you ask?"
"Your daughter Teresa, and my daughter Shelly, are half-sisters."
I watched as Malcolm sat still, not breathing. He finally blinked his eyes and let out a big sigh. "Shit." I watched him for a few moments until he got some tears in his eyes. His head was slowly shaking from side to side.
"Are you okay?"
"No, I'm not! The worst night of my life just got worse. I can't believe this is happening. This is going to ruin me and my family. I tried so hard to not let anything like that happen again and then this one comes back and bites me in the ass. How much worse can it get?"
We sat quietly for several minutes. "Malcolm, whatever happened to the other two guys?"
"Freddy got killed in a crash on the Schuylkill Expressway. Clayton is an alcoholic and lives in a church rectory in Fishtown. I haven't seen him in years."
"Malcolm, I want to thank you for your time and your honesty. I am not looking for anything else and I have no desire whatsoever for revenge or retribution. You can relax. I won't be coming after you or exposing you."
"That is good to hear, but there is another problem here. What about your, or should I say, my daughter? What if she figures things out and wants to have contact with me? What am I supposed to do? I don't want to hurt or embarrass anybody. Any suggestions?"
"I'll help you any way that I can. I won't initiate anything, but if it comes up, I will be on your side whatever happens. I am not a vindictive man. I am not happy with what happened, but I am not going to ruin my life dwelling on it. Just in case, you might want to prepare your wife so that you don't get caught flat-footed."
[]---[]
My everyday life became miserable. Every time my arm twitched or my eye blinked, I was reminded of my wife's treachery. Every time she was overly nice, or accommodating, I cringed. Like Malcolm, she carried the guilt with her for fifteen years. For all those fifteen years, I loved her because of what I perceived to be her devotion. Now I know that it was not devotion, but guilt. I felt that I could forgive Malcolm, but not Donna. My love for my wife was dying, little by little, every day. It was starting to eat me up. I had to do something before it was too late.
I did something!
[]---[]
"Hi! My name is Lina. Lina Durante. Welcome to Hospital De Santa Marta. You must be John Terrell?"
I had been in Porto for a week, but this was my first visit to the hospital cafeteria. I made a clumsy attempt to stand up and held out my hand to greet my unexpected guest. This caused her to giggle a bit.
"May I join you?" I just nodded as she sat. She wasn't what I would call beautiful, but she was damn attractive for a middle age woman.
"So you are the new reader? Glad to see you as part of the team. Have you gotten settled in?" She was obviously a local but spoke perfect English as did most of the staff.
"Yes! Everything is coming along fine. I got a furnished condo within walking distance of the hospital. All I have to do now is find a few good places to eat close by."
"Oh good! I can help you with that. I am an expert at finding places to eat." She did a great job of breaking the ice.
"What department do you work in Lina?"
"I am a neurosurgeon. I am sure that we will be working together regularly. I understand that you have much experience."
Pretty much across the board. I will be reading all the x-rays, ct scans, MRIs, mammograms, and ultrasounds, as well as tea leaves on occasion." That got me a small laugh.
"Have you always done that?"
"No! I am sure that you have noticed my eye tic and the twitch in my right hand. Before my affliction, I did laparoscopic gallbladder surgery. Switching over to radiology allowed me to continue working. I feel that I am still able to contribute."
"What exactly was the affliction?"
"You know, I never really did find out. There was a lot of discussion and a lot of conjecture, but never anything definite. I felt that everybody was being evasive. I tried pinning it down a few times and got frustrated, so I just quit."
"Enough chit-chat. I have to get back to work. I get off at six. I'll pick you up here and we will explore your first dining experience. You are working straight days, right?" I smiled and nodded.
[]---[]
Lina Durante was unmarried. I didn't ask why or explore the subject further. After a month, I was comfortable enough with her to explain my marital status. The fact that I was still married did not seem to bother her. Two weeks later she started staying overnight at my condo. Life was good.
I had no contact with my wife or my daughter. My relationship with Donna got cooler and cooler before I left, although she kept trying to keep it together. The problem was all on my side. She tried to get me to explain what was wrong and I never did. Shelly became completely withdrawn. I tried to keep that relationship going, but she killed it. It got to the point where we barely talked at all. She never explained what her displeasure with me was. I didn't ask, but I think it was pretty obvious that it was connected to that damn DNA test.
I didn't tell Donna that I was leaving. I simply left her a power of attorney to sell the house and took half of our savings. She had a good job and would have no problem supporting herself and Shelly. I am sure that she would end up selling the house. I also left my wedding ring. Let her figure it out.
Donna never tried to find me or contact me. If she did know where I was, I was not aware of it.
[]---[]
"John. I set aside a time slot to see you at nine AM Friday in my clinic. It's a routine thing so don't get too excited about it." Lina was trying to be casual.
"That doesn't make sense and you know it. What is going on?"
"It's the eye tic thing, John. I just want to check it out a bit."
"Don't you think that you should get an ophthalmologist?"
"Doctor Perez will be there. He is the best we have. We are not going to do anything, just look around."
"Lina, I don't trust you. I know bull shit when I smell it."
"Just shut up, John. Be there at nine."
[]---[]
Well, Doctor Perez was not there. There was an anesthesiologist there, however, and before I knew it, I was fast asleep.
Lina was sitting on my bed when I recovered. She was grinning at my obvious displeasure. "Are you mad at me John?" I didn't quite feel like talking so I just grunted at her. It didn't take long for me to figure it out. I no longer had the eye tic or the hand twitch. I held up my right hand and stared with amazement. It was rock steady. My hand immediately went up to my head, and Lina started laughing, as I felt around for bandages. There were none.
"It's laparoscopic, John. You of all people should have figured that out." I gave her an idiotic stare as if to question her.
"Up your nose, you idiot." And she laughed again.
Over the next few months, I worked with the surgical department to get re-certified. I decided to stay with the radiology department and just fill in if any gall bladder surgeries were required. Everybody was happy with the new arrangement.
Lina and I moved in together, and things went very well over the next two years. I think she would have liked to get married, but under the circumstances, she didn't want to push it.
It was a warm summer afternoon and I was sitting on the veranda with a bottle of Lancer's Rose. "John. You have a guest." Lina paused for a moment. "I'll be going down to the market for a while." She didn't wait for an answer.
[]---[]
"Hello, John. It's been a long time." It had been almost four years since I saw my wife. She still looked good, but a little tired around the eyes.
"Donna! You are looking well. Can I get you something to drink?"
"The wine looks fine." She sat while I fetched a glass. We were silent for several moments.
We chatted about the house, the weather, and her flight over. Finally, I couldn't stand it anymore. "Donna. Why are you here? What do you want."
"I just wanted some closure. I want to wrap things up, so we can move on. I need a few answers, and I feel that you do also. You refused to talk before. I think I understand why. I just need about thirty minutes or so."
"You flew fifteen hours to talk for thirty minutes?"
"I had to do it face to face."
"Okay! Go ahead."
"After a year, I figured that you were not coming back. I sold the house and got a small apartment for Shelly and myself. This is a check for half of the house." She placed it on the table between us.
"I filed for divorce by abandonment. That took a year, but it is done and it is clean and clear. You are now free to do as you please." She placed a second document on the table.
"Shelly is engaged to be married in a couple of months and asked me to give you this invitation. She was hoping that you would be able to give her away. She completely understands if you decide not to do it. She realizes that her behavior was inappropriate the last few months and apologizes for it."
The invitation joined the other papers.
"I wanted to thank you for the checks that you send to Shelly's college account every month. It really made a big difference. Under the circumstances, I didn't expect it." That one caught me by surprise. I never sent any checks. I did have an idea where they came from, however.
"Of course, I was hoping to find out exactly why you left, but I will understand if you refuse to tell me. If you still decide not to say anything, can I at least answer any questions for you?"
She pause and took a sip of the rose. I figured it was my turn to talk now.
"Donna. I did not want half of the house money, but if it makes you feel any better, I will gladly accept it. I didn't bother filing for a divorce because I had no intention of getting married again. However, things have changed now, so the divorce is appreciated."
"I understand. She is very beautiful."
"I do not think it would be appropriate for me to give Shelly away at her wedding. I think that honor should go to her father." As I finished that sentence, Donna dropped her wine glass on the tile patio floor. There was a gasp as her mouth dropped open. I took a few minutes to clean up the glass and such as she composed herself.
She seemed to be struggling to come up with a reply. "John, I don't mean to be a smart-ass bitch or anything like that, and I am also not trying to be evasive or defensive, but who do you suggest I contact?"
"How about one of the three guys that you had sex with the night that I had my attack." Luckily she didn't have a glass in her hand this time.




After about thirty seconds of incoherent babbling mixed with sobbing, she finally blurted out. "I think I made a mistake coming here. I was hoping for closure, but not like this. I think I should go." She started to get up, but I insisted on sitting her back down.
"No, you don't! You opened this can of worms, now finish what you started. You felt that by coming here, open-handed, you were taking the high road. It was intended to make me feel like a shit for leaving and deserting my wife and daughter. Sorry, that dog don't hunt. Why don't you tell me all about it, including why you had the medical report covered up."
Just then Lina came back and noticed what was going on. "Oh crap John. What the hell did you do?"
"Nothing. We were just talking about old times and she went to pieces."
Lina took Donna inside the house and laid her on the sofa. She got a wet compress and some kind of pills which she gave her. I stayed out of the way. I was the bad guy. How the hell did that happen? I went to the kitchen and got a Super Bock. The wine wasn't hacking it.
"John, why don't I talk to her? Maybe she won't get so upset. You must have come on pretty heavy. Is there anything specific that you want me to ask her?"
"Yeah! A couple of things. Some of them, I already know the answers, but I would like to see if she verifies them. The others I just don't know. Ask her the names of the three guys she had sex with that night. Did she see them again? See if you can find out if there were any other guys and any other times. Just curious. Ask her why she had the medical report of my seizure covered up. Ask her why we didn't have any more kids."
'Stop! Too much information. That's a bit of an overload. I'll do the best that I can. Why don't you go out on the patio and relax? Grab a couple more beers."
[]---[]
I fell asleep and two hours later Lina was shaking me awake. "I gave her a sedative. She is in the guest bedroom for the rest of the night."
"Did anything productive come out of it?"
"Once I got her started, I couldn't shut her up. The only thing she remembers about the three guys is that one of them was named Freddy. He was trying to get her to take some kind of drug, but she remembers that she kept refusing. She did not admit to telling him to drug you. I don't think she will ever admit that."
"So, how was the sex?"
"She didn't say, but from how she described it, it must have been pretty good. It looks like it was a one-off. I don't know why she did it. I couldn't get any hints about any other escapades. She never saw or heard from the guys again. She suspected that one of them was Shelly's father, but she never looked into it any further. She was afraid when Shelly got the DNA test kit at Christmas but didn't know how to handle it. She assumed that you figured it out and that is why you left."
"Wow! Good recap. That covers a lot of it.
"She also asked why you no longer had the eye tic or the twitch. I explained to her that it was an easy fix and should have been done years ago, except the diagnosis had been covered up for some reason. That triggered another sobbing episode; so I just left her alone. She should sleep until morning."
"It is hard to believe, but I used to love that woman. I always thought that love like that lived forever, but that is not true. I struggled for fifteen years that I shouldn't have. All the attention and love that she shared with me, over the years, was just a way to cover up for her treachery. It wasn't love."
"John, you sound bitter."
"Lina, I have to leave for a few days. When Donna wakes up in the morning, can you see to it that she gets to the airport? Tell her that I will not attend Shelly's wedding. Also let her know that the checks that she got came from Shelly's father, not me."
"Where will you go?"
"I don't know. It will just be for a week or so. You will be here when I get back, right?"
"Of course, I will. Promise that you won't drink too much. Call me."
[]---[]
And so ends that part of my life. I never did see or hear from Donna or Shelly again. Lina and I did not marry, but we did buy a nice little villa together, just outside of Porto. I decided to take up oil painting after watching some Michael James Smith videos. I am actually getting pretty good. The villa did come with a nice little studio.
Lina got me a DNA kit for Christmas. That's not funny.
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Bread Crumbs and Wallpaper
There is no sex in this story.
This year we were spending Thanksgiving with my wife's family. For the last eighteen years it was always at our house, but now that the boys were gone, things changed. Josh went to Alabama and Jordan picked Auburn. I think that they did that on purpose just so that there would always be an on going family conflict. It was sort of traditional, and always in good fun.
I worked as an insurance claims adjuster for the last fifteen years and I absolutely hated it. I always wanted to do something outdoors and of a manual nature. I didn't know exactly what I wanted to do, but I knew I didn't want to work behind a desk any more. My family situation made me a slave to my job. Connie never had worked.
Over the last few years, the boys were super active in sports and other activities. I became the involved parent and Connie was more laid back, but supportive. As I spend more time with the boys, she spend more time with her parents.
Connie's parents were in their late sixties. They were still in good health, but starting to feel the stress of aging. Every couple of years they would spend Thanksgiving at our place, but we had never gone to theirs. It was anticipated to be a very low key, laid back weekend. The weather was fine so the two hour drive went pretty well. Connie's dad, and I enjoyed getting caught up, while Connie and her mom got busy getting ready for the next days meal.
It was just the four of us and everything went quite well. The food was delicious and the company pleasant. Frank, Connie's dad, and I were looking forward to a long afternoon of football and cold beer. Connie's mom just wanted to be left alone with her new Patterson novel.
"John, if it's okay with you I am going to go spend the afternoon with Harriet Miller, from high school. I haven't seen her for over ten years. Are you and dad going to be okay?"
"We'll be fine, Honey. Stay as long as you'd like, but lay off of the spirits." I smiled as I waved her out the door.
Connie's mother, Teresa, was just finishing the clean up, as I was getting a couple of fresh long necks for me and Frank. "Where did Connie run off to John?"
"I think she said that she was going to go see an old friend, Harriet Miller, I believe."
"That's nice. She will probably be there most of the afternoon." She gave me a weird smile.
"She said she would be back later this evening."
It was a slow quiet afternoon. Teresa was comfortable with her book in the living room, and Frank and I were trying to get enthused about the football games, but not having too much luck.
"John, would you mind getting a couple of Black and Tans out of the frig. I think that we need to talk a bit." When I got back Frank had just closed the door between the den and the living room.
"What is on your mind, Frank?"
"First of all, I think you should know that Harriet Miller died from colon cancer about six months ago. I have no idea why Connie said that she was going to see her. She could have just as easy picked a name of someone that wasn't dead."
I didn't respond to what he said.
"I am not sure, but I think that it is an in joke between Connie and her mother. They seem to have these little secrets between them that I am not privy to."
"What you are saying is that something shitty is going on that I don't know about."
"Exactly" I got two more long necks.
"It has been going on for the last five years or so. That is why Connie has been coming to see us so often."
"What exactly are you trying to say? I am a bit confused."
When Connie comes to visit us lately, she hasn't been staying here. I don't know where she goes, but I have been very specifically told to keep my nose out of it."
"You are saying that Connie is doing something that she should not be doing and her mother is helping her do it."
"I knew that you were a smart fellow."
I finished my beer and we both started faking interest in the ball game. We didn't talk about it anymore.
As the time went on, Frank started nodding off, and I caught my self thinking about what my wife was really up to. I got out my cell and started to play around.
Connie had turned off her 'find a phone' app. I fiddled around with it a bit, but did not have any results. I didn't try and call her, but I assumed that her phone was still on and active. I wondered how those police show were always able to locate a cell phone and I couldn't. I made a fresh pot of coffee.
Frank fell asleep on his recliner. Teresa put a cover over him as she went up to bed. Connie finally got home.
"So how was Harriet?" I tried to say it with a straight face.
"She was fine. They redecorated the whole house, now that their kids are gone. It looked nice. The problem is that I drank a little too much wine. I shouldn't have driven home." I didn't reply.
"John. I am really tired. I am going to catch a quick shower and hit the sack. We'll talk in the morning,Okay?" I filled the thermos with fresh coffee. I also stuck Connie's cell phone in my pocket.
As I walked out the door I heard Frank whisper, "Go get em, Tiger." I didn't know what he meant, but it did bring a smile to my face.
[]---[]
There was no real plan, so I just sat, waiting for the heater to warm up. I finally decided to try and use the GPS system in the car. For what it cost, I was hoping to get something out of it other than finding the nearest MacDonald's. I went to the history section and selected 'bead crumbs'. Yes! It was all there. I had a nice little line of red dots showing me everywhere my loving wife had been that afternoon. I had no idea where Harriet lived, but it didn't matter. All I had to do was follow the yellow brick road...er I mean, red dot road.
Fifteen minutes later I was in a modest little subdivision in front of a small brick home with a one car garage. This had to be the place, because the dots turned around here and started going back. I pulled out my phone and went to google maps. It took a bit of manipulating, but in a few minutes, I knew that I was directly in front of 321 David Drive. If I had known what I was doing, I could have figured everything else out in a matter of minutes. I didn't know what I was doing, but I did stumble through it and found out that the house was owned by Henry Parker.
Henry Parker was Connie's high school boy friend and, if I remember correctly, had even taken her to the senior prom.
[]---[]
So she visited an old boy friend and spent some time with him. That doesn't necessarily mean that they spent the afternoon actively engaged in sex. They might have, but I had no proof. All I had was enough to cause a bit of grief in my marriage. I hated half-way crap.
I was going to just go back to the house, but at the last minute decided to continue backtracking the bread crumbs. It turned out to be a good decision. It seems that Connie did not go directly to Henry's house. She stopped by a local CVS drug store that was on the way. So what could I do with this information? I turned on the interior light in the car and searched around, looking for an empty paper bag or a receipt. I found nothing. Connie was a creature of habit, of course. She never paid cash. She charged everything.
I turned on her phone and hit the Master Card icon. It worked just like it was supposed to. Purchase history took me right to the Lakeshore CVS and I immediately had a copy of the purchase that was made today at 3.45 PM. My loving wife had bought a Trojan Pleasure Pack for $7.89 and a tube of KY jelly for 10.77. There were twelve condoms in that package. I hope she got her money's worth.
Now I had enough information. I could go home, but I had one more thing to do. First, I saved a copy of the CVS receipt as a JPG. Then I went to the phone settings. I was not real good at this type of thing, but I kept at it until I prevailed. I saved the picture of the receipt as wallpaper. Then I made it the default for her phone. Now whenever she opens her phone, it will be the first thing to come up. I am sure she will have no trouble getting rid of it, but not before she realizes that I am fully aware of what she did. I also sent myself a copy of that picture.
Twenty minutes later I was back at the house. Frank was still sleeping on his recliner. I assumed that Teresa was upstairs in bed and my loving wive was fast asleep in the guest room. I quietly gathered up all of my things and moved down stairs. I put Connie's cell phone on the kitchen table with my wedding ring. There was no note. I didn't feel that it was necessary.
I was ready to walk out the door when I saw my father-in-law in the doorway. "How did it go John?"
"Just as you expected." He smiled and gave me a small wave.
Five hours later, I was home. Five hours after that, I was on my way to Florida. No more crappy job. No more crappy weather and no more cheating wife.
[]---[]
I was tempted to stop and see the boys, but decided not to. For some strange reason, I ended up in Baldwin County, Alabama instead of Florida. It seems as if there are hundreds of deserted mobile homes located in developments around the area. Retirees buy the homes and then die. Their heirs are then stuck with having to continue paying lot and community fees until the units can be sold. Sometimes this takes years, so there were many rentals available. Within a week I had a new address, a new drivers license,and a new bank account.
All my Pennsylvania accounts were closed out. After filing a declaration of domicile,I contacted Alabama and Auburn to change the status of the boys to residents.
I transferred all of the monies from all of the accounts and even the boys college funds. Because I am a good guy, I paid off all of the credit cards before closing them. Connie still had her Kohl's card. I canceled the insurance on the house and on Connie's car. The car was in her name as was her cell phone. I was going to cancel the utilities, but changed my mind at the last minute. I wasn't hiding, but I was not letting anyone know where I was.
I won't bore you with all of the other mundane actions that were required. You already heard that story a hundred times. I did call each of the boys and explained the situation as well as I could without sounding like an asshole. They were not happy and did not understand, but seemed to accept it.
I got a job at the Escambia Boat Works, scraping boat hulls. They were not interested in paying me under the table for insurance reasons, so I ended up having to go the above board route. It didn't matter, since I didn't care if anyone found me. I didn't break any laws.
I got a ten dollar a month membership at the closest Planet Fitness. I had no desire to get into an exercise regiment, but I did need a good place to shower after work. The bathroom facilities at the rental trailer were barely adequate. After showering, I usually ate out or picked up something to go. The routine smoothed out quickly and I was a happy camper.
[]---[]
"Frank! It's me John. Just thought that I would check in and see how things were going."
"Hey guy! Good to hear from you. How long has it been now; almost four months?"
"Just about! I've been busy just getting settled. I had my phone turned off almost the whole time. I only turn it on when I need to use it. Mostly to order take out."
"So what the hell are you doing?"
"I rented a small mobile home and got a job working at one of the local boat yards. I lost almost twenty pounds already and I am not even dieting. The boys are coming down for spring break. I am looking forward to seeing them, but not to having to explain why I left. We'll see how it goes."
"Well, I am glad to hear things are going well for you. Everything went to shit here. Did your wife contact you?"
"Frank, I have not heard a word. Not one message popped up on my phone. I was actually expecting to be inundated with stupid calls, but I did not get one. The only messages I got were spam calls. What the hell is going on?" I could hear Frank laughing on the other end.
"John! John! You would not believe it. Connie and her mother actually celebrated for a whole week after you left. The first thing that Teresa did was take your wedding picture off of the mantel and put up an old picture of Connie and Henry going to the prom. I didn't even know that she kept that picture."
"Well, I expected some kind of fall out, but not that. I guess everyone is happy now?"
"Well, not really. The chickens did come home to roost, so to say, when Connie returned back home. She could not even pay the utility bills, let alone the mortgage. Things went to hell pretty fast. The house will be going back to the bank next month. She still owes the back utility bills. Hell, she can't even pay her Kohl's bill."
"How is she living?"
"She was going to move in with us, but at the last minute she decided to move in with Henry. I was relieved at that. She is pissed that you closed out all of the bank accounts, but not enough to contact you about it. Henry seems more than willing to support her."
Frank and I chatted for a few more minutes. I promised to call again after the boys went back to school. I had mixed emotions about the whole thing. On one hand I was happy that I got away clean, but on the other hand I was a bit upset that there was absolutely no remorse. I guess I didn't do it right.
[]---[]
The boys stayed for a week, but to be honest they spent most of the time in Gulf Shores or Panama City Beach. They refused to get into any discussion about the marriage. They said that Connie called each of them one time; said that I left and gave no further explanation. They didn't hear from her again. They were happy to hear that I would still be able to take care of their tuition. I told them to get Alabama drivers licenses and use my address.
I had no social life. I did not go to bars. All the waitresses at the restaurants I frequented were either too young, too old or too desperate. I did start working out a bit at the fitness center just because I was bored and looking for something to do. It was nothing like you read about in the erotic stories however. Of course there was not much going where I lived either. I think ninety percent of my neighbors were on Social Security.
I became addicted to YouTube videos. Two years passed.
[]---[]
Nobody ever knocks on my door, especially on Sunday morning. I finally decided I had to find out who it was just to shut them up.
It was Frank!
"Damn Frank! How the hell did you find me?"
"I stopped on the way down and saw Jordan, He gave me directions. I couldn't find Josh. You got a cold beer for a weary traveler?"
"It's six in the morning. Wouldn't you rather have coffee?"
"Got some?"
I did have enough stuff on hand to throw together a pretty good breakfast. One of my many vices. We chatted and ate for a while until I ask the big question. "What the hell are you doing here?"
"I got in a little trouble and felt that it was time to leave the Keystone State." I didn't respond. Henry leaned back a bit in his chair and tried to get comfortable.
"Connie and Henry got married Saturday Morning."
I didn't even know that I was divorced. "That's interesting, but it doesn't seem like a reason to leave."
"While everybody was at the church, I went over and burned down Henry's house."
"Now that seems very interesting. How did that go over?"
"I don't know. I didn't see them after that."
"Well, since you are here, I guess they will just have to move in with Teresa now?"
"Not likely!" I gave him an inquisitive look.
"I burned down my own house just before I left."
[]---[]
And then another surprise. Josh and Jordan showed up.
"What did I do to deserve this visit?" Frank and I helped them bring their bags in.
"Actually we were trying to figure out where Grandpop disappeared to. This was my best guess. Josh figured that he would go to Mexico."
"I take it that you both went to the wedding?"
"Yeah! It was a blast. Not what we expected by a long shot." Jordan looked like he was trying to keep from laughing.
Frank nudged me with his elbow. "John, I think your boys are playing us."
I got four long necks out of the fridge. "So, how do you like your new stepdad?" That got both of them snickering.
"What the hell is so funny?"
"They never married, Dad. In the middle of the ceremony somebody piped up and said that Henry's house was on fire. Everything stopped as he rushed out to see what was going on. By the time things settled down, we found out that Grandmom and Grandpop's house was also on fire. Mom kept trying to get Henry to finish the ceremony, but he finally got pissed off, yelled that the wedding was off, and stormed out. We had no place to stay so we drove right down here."
"So they never got married?"
"Nope!"
[]--[]
Josh and Jordan stayed a few days and then went back to school.
A few people showed up making inquiries about Frank, but I was able to misdirect them to Ocala. After a few weeks they stopped coming around.
Frank got a job with Home Depot, and life got a whole lot more interesting. He was a bit more gregarious than I was, so in a short period of time I actually started to get a social life of such. All of a sudden we were going to cook out's, bar-be-ques, and birthday parties. We even got invited to a funeral and a couple of weddings. That is where I met Argie Sue Baker. Argie was a divorcee who worked in the garden department at Home Depot with Frank. After running into her several times at different events, we sort of became a couple. One thing let to another and six months later she moved into the trailer with me, after Frank moved out. He found a rich widow who owned a condo in Orange Beach.
Argie and I didn't get married, but we did buy the trailer together. She talked me into quitting the marina job, and now will are both working at Home Depot. Ain't love great?
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No dialog. (almost)
Lots of questions.
This is a re-post of a 2009 story that has been lengthened and re-edited.
*
She was trying to be inconspicuous in her own bathroom. It would have been easier for her to just wait until I was out of the house, but I could tell she was anxious. This was going to be so interesting.
Twenty-three years ago, after the birth of our third child, I got a vasectomy. It was something Debra insisted upon. Now the kids had long left home and we were enjoying life as a "young" couple again. Things were fine until about six months ago when I found some condoms in Debra's purse.
We had a good marriage. I had a great job and was able to support the family well. Debra never had to work. As the kids got older she started to do some volunteer things to fill her time. Our daughter married at a young age, one son joined the Navy, and the youngest boy became a brick mason.
[]---[]
It wasn't hard to verify my suspicions, but I couldn't figure out how to handle the problem. When I remembered that my wife was raised to be a good Catholic girl, things became a bit clearer.
Robert Benson was a family friend. Over the last ten years or so, Bob and his wife Carmen got together with Debra and me regularly. We went to the theater, sports events, and picnics and even took a few vacations together. I had never noticed anything between Debra and Robert that I would have considered inappropriate or suggestive. It must have happened when I wasn't paying attention. Robert and Carmen had two kids.
My relationship with Debra had never changed. Her daily routine, grooming, and personal habits had never varied. Our sex life had not changed at all; nothing new and nothing off the table. She was not snippy or argumentative. Since we both trusted each other with no reservations, it was no trouble at all to tap into her phone. Surprisingly there were very few conversations between Carmen and my wife. The ones that they did have were all regular housewife/neighbor-type discussions. There was nothing out of the ordinary. However, that is where it ended.
She did clear out her history regularly, but I was still able to put enough together to determine that they had been seeing each other for almost a year and that Carmen was not aware of it. I made a mental note to have a conversation with Carmen at a later date.
The vasectomy had been all Debra's idea. I would have been happy having two or three more kids. Of course, I would have wanted them ten or fifteen years ago.
[]---[]
The original vasectomy only took twenty minutes, but the reversal took close to an hour. The doctor declared it to be a success, six weeks later. That was two months ago. I still had the sperm count of a twenty-year-old.
I sat at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee, waiting. There was no mistaking the worried look on her face as she sat down across from me. I knew it would only be a matter of time until she was forced to buy a pregnancy test kit. In her mind, she knew that I could not possibly be the father. Now, she was going to have to explain to me how she got herself in a family way.
I was waiting with a big smile on my face as she tried to make herself comfortable.
"Donald, we have to talk."
EPILOG:
The big question here is 'What the hell was I thinking?'
Where do I go from here?
Do I keep her or let her go?
Since it is my kid, am I stuck here?
Do I tell her I am the father or let her hang?
Do I tell Carmen?
How am I going to deal with Bob?
Did I shoot myself in the foot?
Should I try and convince her that Bob is the father?
Should I disappear into the sunset?
Should I seduce Carmen? Can I?
What if it really is Bob's?
Why didn't I just poke some holes in the condoms?
Do I really want to stay married?
Is Amy Winehouse really dead?
In all fairness, you really only have to answer ten of the above questions. If you get half of them right you are eligible to apply for a Mensa membership.
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A Bigger House
There is no sex in this story. Sorry!
I don't know what bothered me the most; the fact that I was a failure as a husband or that I was a failure as a father. I don't know if I was depressed or just pissed off. It was a bit confusing, to say the least. I spent my whole life trying to make things better for my family and all I ended up doing was providing them with things and money. That just doesn't work. It quickly became very apparent that my only function was to keep the well full. I loved my wife and I loved my children. Please note that that was all past tense.
I have my own business; Enterprize Welding Associates. Terry Martin and I grew up together. We were best pals from grade school on up. Terry and I started the company right after we finished trade school, and it grew faster than we ever imagined. So technically I should say that 'we' have our own business. A few years later both of us married our High School sweethearts. Life was good.
[]-----[]
For the first fifteen years or so, everything was great. The company was doing well. Terry and I were both pulling down nice salaries and we had over thirty full-time employees. Terry, and his wife Myra, had three Sons. Allison and I had twins, a boy, and a girl. We both had modest-size MacMansions. We enjoyed dining out, nice vacations, and expensive cars.
Terry and I were very business orientated. The business came first. We figured out early on that it was important to keep our customers happy and our employees happy. A third of our best workers were ex-cons. We had hired them directly out of the prison trade school. In eight years only two of the ex-con workers turned out to be a problem, and it was quickly taken care of by the other cons. They had it good and were not going to let any deadbeats screw things up for them.
We supported several community programs and even sponsored a softball team.
Unfortunately, my home life did not fair as well. Somehow or another my wife became socially active with several progressive causes. I wasn't nuts about it, but she let me do my thing, so I let her do hers. Politics had never been a part of our family, but all of a sudden we started to have talks about current events and political things that were happening. I tried my best to avoid such discussions, but it was to no avail. The more I tuned her out or ignored her, the more determined she became. It was as if CNN and Fox News were playing at the same time. I started trying to avoid her, but it was difficult.
As my wife and I became more distant so did my children and I. I had tried for years to get my son Jacob interested in some type of activity. I didn't care if it was sports, hiking, or hunting and fishing. All he wanted to do was play video games, and, as I discovered later, enjoy a bit of marijuana now and then. All of my efforts were rejected and finally, my wife told me to just leave him alone and mind my own business. I would have put up more of a fight, but my son was smirking at me as she said it.
My daughter, Jordan, was a clone of her mother. She used to be daddy's little angel, but now she didn't even seem to recognize me as her father at all. I couldn't begin to count all the piercings that she had. Even though she was on birth control, it didn't keep her from getting the clap, twice. She loved to accompany her mother to all sorts of political gatherings and social meetings, but wouldn't even think of going with her father for ice cream or a pizza. I gave up trying with her also.
One of the biggest downhill slides came when I refused to donate company money to one of her causes. They wanted to provide needles to drug addicts so that they would not get infected by shared or dirty ones. Allison didn't talk to me for a week.
It was hard to envision that things could get worse.
[]-----[]
The company Christmas party was coming up. Terry and I insisted that Allison and Myrna take care of it. Myrna was more than happy, but she had to drag Allison kicking and screaming to help her.
Allison had been staying out more and more the past few months. She was also going on overnight trips to participate in various progressive functions. I don't know if they were protests, rallies, or seminars. It didn't matter. Jacob had progressed from grass to pills. I don't know what kind, but that didn't matter either. Jordan now had her own video cam website.
[]-----[]
Myrna did a great job on the Christmas party. She tried to share the credit with Allison, but Terry and I knew better. We did have beer and wine, but no hard stuff. We had a hundred percent employee participation. I think that the annual bonus checks had something to do with that. Allison and the kids were there, of course, but didn't seem to be enjoying themselves as much as everyone else. There was no sit-down meal, but there was plenty to eat.
"John! I need to talk to you for a minute." Terry was trying not to be conspicuous as we wandered over to the side.
"What's up?" I tried to keep it casual to put him at ease.
"Jorge Martinez needs to talk to you, but he is a bit anxious."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, he doesn't want to ruin the party and he doesn't want to piss you off, but he does feel that there is something that you need to know." Jorge was one of our ex-cons. He had been with us for six years and we didn't want to lose him.
"Okay! Bring him over. It isn't going to be a problem, is it?" Terry gave me a slight grimace.
Jorge and his wife, Elena seemed a bit anxious. I smiled and tried to appear casual to put them at ease. Terry quietly walked away.
"Mister Terrell, We don't want to cause any problems, but when my wife saw your wife today she felt that she had to say something. I tried to talk her out of it, but she insisted." I looked at his wife and nodded my head as a sign for her to continue. She looked at Jorge, gave him an elbow, and motioned for him to speak.
"Elena works at the Hampton Inn. She is in charge of housekeeping on the fifth floor and has been there for two years now. Your wife and a Mister Franklin, have been using room 511 once or twice a week for the last year. They usually only stay two or three hours and always in the same room."
I was speechless. I had a million questions, but I didn't think that now was the time or place to bring them up. Elena looked relieved that it was all out, but Jorge was very anxious because he could not figure out how I was going to react. I simply took his hand in both of mine, looked into his eyes, and said "Thank you." I smiled at Elena and motioned for both of them to return to the party. Jorge relaxed.
As I walked out, I passed by Terry. "Give Jorge a raise next month."
Kyle Franklin ran the Parking Authority for the city. I didn't know him well, but I did know that he was a civil servant for almost twenty years. He had aspirations to someday run for mayor. He was married to Nora Franklin, who owned one of the top real estate firms in the county. She was a good-looking woman and liked to put her ads on the side of the city buses. I wonder if she got a special rate.
I got a royal chewing out from my wife that evening for leaving the party early. The kids were not too happy either. I just smiled and went back to my reading. Mickey Spillane was still good reading after seventy years.
[]-----[]
On Monday morning, I was waiting comfortably in the Franklin Real Estate Office for Nora Franklin to arrive. The secretary had a pot of hot coffee going and I brought the 'Big Kill' with me. She sauntered in about ten, stopped, and paused for a moment to look at me. "I wondered when you were going to show up Mister Terrell. It took you long enough." I followed her into the office and took my coffee with me. I guess when you own the company you can make your own hours. Why didn't I think of that?
"John! Can I call you John?" I nodded approval to her.
"John, I am not going to rehash all of the drama. I just want to know what you are planning to do. I have a lot of irons in the fire and I don't want you to screw things up."
That was not what I was expecting. I had figured that I was going to be doing the great reveal. Boy, was I wrong!
"Ms. Franklin, it appears that I am way behind the power curve here. I didn't even figure it out for myself; I just got clued in by a friend. I have no idea what to do next and have no one to confide in or discuss it with. To be honest, I figured that you were unaware just as I was."
"John, I've known about it for over six months now. I guess I should have contacted you earlier, but I had a lot of things that I had to do and didn't want you screwing up the works by doing something rash. Oh, by the way, call me Nora."
"What do you mean 'something rash'?"
"Oh, you know! Like going Rambo on Kyle out in public. Maybe exposing them in some embarrassing manner. It is hard to tell what you macho men are going to do when something like this happens. I think it is a lot more effective if you approach it calmly."
"I never thought of myself as 'macho'."
"Well, anyhow. What are your plans? How can I help you?"
I slumped down in my chair and let out a big sigh. "I think we are going to need more time."
[]-----[]
Over the next two weeks, Nora Franklin and I became good friends. Nora had systematically been setting her husband up for the past few months. The IRS was very interested in his taxes. Nora had carefully kept her personal and business taxes separate from his. The state's attorney's office was looking into the way he was redirecting state funds meant for roads and transportation into other nondescript projects. The city was checking into his use of city funds for motel rentals and restaurant bills. What made it really interesting is that she was able to get all of them to cooperate in their investigations, so that they would all come together at nearly the same time. None of these efforts however were any help to my situation.
She did however set up a deal to sell her real estate business that I found interesting. I could make something like that work.
My big problem was the house and family. I no longer had a close relationship with my wife or either of my children. I hated to leave the business, but it would be necessary. Nora had that solution.
[]-----[]
About a month later, I announced that we were going to move to a new house. Allison's ears perked up, but all I got from the kids was a moan. They loved our MacMansion. Jordan got interested when I mentioned the pool and Jacob thought the three-car garage might be neat. The trip to look at the new house went well. It was twice the size of our present one and also cost more than twice as much. The kids each had their own bath. Allison commented on the fact that we didn't have enough furniture to properly fill the new place, but seemed happy when I told her she could get all new stuff. She loved the professional kitchen. To top it all off, I informed them that we would all be getting new cars. For once in many years, I was a great dad and husband.
Nora did a good job finding the new house for me. It only took two days for her to get all of the papers ready. When I informed Allison that Franklin Real Estate was handling the transaction for us, she grimaced a bit, but then seemed to resign herself to it. Nora already had a cash buyer for our old house.
I thought it was interesting to see my wife and my wife's lover's wife sitting down at the same table to sign the documents. There were no phony greetings; we just sat and started in on the papers.
The first stack to be signed took care of the sale of the old house. Allison and I both signed everything as it was presented by Nora and then notarized. We cleared four hundred and fifty thousand dollars on the sale and had it electronically deposited. Allison was feeling pretty good about things and was not paying attention; just signing.
The papers for the new house were next. Allison smiled when Nora mentioned that the price was nine hundred thousand dollars. She smiled again when I mentioned that I was putting the new house in her name for tax purposes. She thought that was a great idea. What she didn't notice, however, was that it wasn't a sales contract, but an option to buy. If she would have read the fine print she would have seen that the option was for one hundred and twenty days. If the actual purchase was not made by that time, the price would revert back to one million dollars and the forty thousand dollar option would be forfeited. I hated to lose the money, but it would be worth it in the long run.
After everything was signed and notarized Nora handed her the keys to her new house and congratulated her. It seemed sincere and I had a hard time keeping from laughing.
Allison was bubbling all the way home. She had not expected me to actually put the house in her name. She also didn't expect the ten thousand dollar gift card from our local high-end furniture store. Sometimes you have to spend money to make money.
[]-----[]
The next day was car day. Jacob opted for a Mustang, which I expected. Jordan surprised us all by picking a lime green KIA Soul. Allison went with a white Lexus. I explained to both of the kids the importance of getting their line of credit established. They seemed to understand and that made it easy to have both of their cars put in their names and of course fully financed. What they didn't think about was the fact that that also meant that somebody would be having to make car payments. I did the same thing with Allison's new Lexus. I put ninety days of insurance on each of the new vehicles. The total cash outlay for all three cars came to just under six hundred dollars. Most of that went to tags and titles. Another good investment on my part.
One week later we were all settled into our new home.
[]-----[]
The more that Nora and I worked together the closer we got. We were getting together daily. Sometimes I would be helping her on a project, and other times she would be helping me. We seemed to be getting very comfortable with each other. Terry was taking care of our welding business and Nora had enough staff to operate the real estate office. All of our efforts were directed toward the termination of our marriages. Nora was planning on waiting until Kyle had been brought up on charges by one of the organizations that were investigating him. She didn't know which one would get there first. She seemed to think that it didn't matter.
My situation was a bit different. Somewhere along the line, I decided that I didn't want to get a divorce. I had too much to lose, but I knew that I had to do something. I just wanted it to be all gone. Nora came to the rescue again.
"John, have you ever been to Aruba?"
"Just as a port of call while we were on a cruise, but I never actually stayed there."
"Did you like it?"
"I wasn't there long enough to make a decision. Why do you ask?"
"I have an option to buy a condo in Oranjestad West, for one million two. Would you be interested in something like that?"
"That might be a little tight for me. I probably don't need anything that elaborate."
"I was thinking that we could go half and half. I am sure that you could do that."
"I am sure that I could, but you have enough to handle it yourself. Why would you even think of including me in something like that?"
"Consider it a partnership; an investment so to speak. I imagine myself to be a shrew businesswoman. I like to use other people's money and besides I enjoy your company." That got my attention.
"Would a half million get me a buy-in?"
"I'll draw up the papers. There will be papers you know?"
"Absolutely!"
I found it amazing that I had agreed to live with a woman that I hadn't even had sex with. I was now more enthused about the whole project.
[]-----[]
Terry and Myrna were both fully aware of my problems with Allison and the kids. They were willing to help in any way that they could without being intrusive.
"Terry, I decided that I want to sell my half of the business to you and Myrna."
"That's real nice, John, but there is no way in hell that we can afford to buy you out. I'd like to, but you know that is not possible."
"How does a thousand dollars sound?"
"Do you want to explain that?"
"Terry, you don't need me to help you run the business. We both know that at this point it will almost run itself. I am going to leave soon, and it will all be on your shoulders. You will be the sole proprietor and you will make all the decisions. All you have to do is call me periodically on a consulting basis."
"Ahh! I see, said the blind man. And I suppose that there will be a consultation fee attached to that phone call?" said Terry smiling.
"Think of it as sort of a life annuity. Don't worry too much about it. Just make it easy on yourself."
We had our company lawyer draw up all the papers needed. Terry and Myrna were a little concerned that I was screwing myself, but I assured them that I had it covered. It was nice to have a friend that you could trust.
[]-----[]
It seems funny but I never bothered to verify Allison's affair with Kyle. I never felt the need to get incriminating photos, e-mails, or phone messages. I wouldn't need them. I was not going to get a divorce. I was going to do what twenty-one percent of deadbeat dads do; just leave.
Two weeks later, Kyle Franklin was arrested. I don't even know who got the honors. He wasn't a big-time crook or embezzler. He was just a small civil servant who had his hands in too many pots and screwed around with my wife. Nora and I were long gone before all the dirt came out. She had sold her company along with thirty-two rental properties and three apartment buildings. She was set for life. I was her designated 'boy toy'. That was how she referred to me, and I didn't find it offensive. We did get to consummate our relationship after arriving in Aruba but never did go through any kind of courting phase. It was like it was all agreed to beforehand.
[]-----[]
I did not miss my kids. Does that make me a bad dad? Under the circumstances, I do not think so. I did not miss my wife. Does that make me a bad husband? I don't think so.
Nora became a regular golfer. She tried to get me interested, but there was no spark. She had a regular bunch of girls that she played with three days a week. We got together with them and a dozen other ex-pats several times a week to socialize. I adapted to that very quickly. It was a new carefree lifestyle, and it was truly enjoyable.
I decided to take up painting to fill my time. I always wanted to do that. Every morning, I would wander down to the docks and set up my easel. I really sucked at it. I would get back to the condo later, and the first thing that I did was scrape off all the paint on the canvas so that I could start over the next day. It has been three months now, and I still don't have anything to show for it. Nora thinks that it is quite funny.
I had been avoiding contact with anybody, but I felt that I should call Terry.
[]-----[]
"John! It's about time. I was beginning to give up on you. Are you settled in yet?"
"Settled in and feeling better than ever. It was the best decision that I ever made." For the next ten minutes, we chatted about my new life in Aruba with Nora. I had no trouble convincing Terry to bring Myrna down for a week or two. The business was doing well. Terry apologized for not forwarding any consultation checks, but I neglected to give him an address or a bank account number. I didn't need the money anyway.
"Terry, I hate to bring it up, but can you update me on the status of my wife and family?"
"I don't know everything, but I'll give what I can. Things don't seem to be going well without you. First of all, Jacob has been arrested. He got busted with a couple of hundred pounds of fentanyl in the trunk of his car, The car was of course confiscated and since he was now over eighteen, he was locked up. Allison couldn't get him out on bail. Don't know anything else about that."



"Sorry to hear that. I know I am his father, but to be honest I really don't give a shit what happens to him. I tried and I failed."
"Jordan's situation is not much better. Shortly after moving into the new house, she double-down on her webcam site. From what I heard she was getting a lot of subscribers and then one day she told her mother that she was going to California to meet some producer guy. Two weeks later they found her Kia abandoned in Memphis. Allison has not heard anything about her or from her since."
"I take it that you are getting most of this information from Allison?"
"Yeah! She comes into the office regularly, hoping to catch you. I can tell that she doesn't believe me when I tell her you are gone. She was furious last week when she got the notice to execute the option on the house or vacant the premises by the end of the month. Very clever John. She was totally confused. Right now, I don't know what her intentions are. I think some of the utilities have been turned off. She couldn't even afford to pay the electric bill."
"Did you help her out?"
"Don't get mad, John. I gave her a thousand dollars and told her to use it as a deposit on an apartment someplace. I am sure she will blow it on something else. Myrna felt sorry for her."
I was snickering a bit. "Okay, Terry. I understand. Just take it out of my next commission. By the way, can't her paramour help her out?"
Now Terry was laughing. "He is in worse shape than she is. All I know is what we see on TV. He is old news now, but little tidbits pop up now and then. I think he is going away for a while. Oh, before I forget, Allison's car got repossessed. Since all her credit cards are dead, she can't even use an Uber. I don't know how she is getting around."
We chatted a bit more about the business. Tentative plans were made for their upcoming Aruba vacation. It was a good talk.
[]-----[]
I signed up for an online painting course with some guy in the UK. Two months later, one of the guys at the marina asked me to paint a picture of his sailboat. Nora is worried that I might cut my ear off.
Life Goes On!
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Thanks to Surfing with the AlienRandy for the invite.
There is no sex in this story.
It was a cold and dreary day, but I just had to get out. I decided that I would endure the elements and make a visit to one of the nearby petroglyph/pictograph sites. Going outside on a miserable day like this is sort of masochistic, but I felt that I deserved it. The two-hour drive in itself was therapeutic.
I had been cooped up for the last six months drowning my sorrows. My nineteen-year marriage had fallen apart and I was having a hard time adapting to single life. I guess we married too young, but an unexpected pregnancy can cause that. The marriage didn't deteriorate, it was just cut short, suddenly ended, or blown apart.
I can't say that Tracey was the love of my life. She was just a casual friend who I had occasional sex with. I never considered her to be a soul mate or anything like that. We were compatible and got along well together, even though there was never any mad, unbridled passion. I resigned myself to my fate. It was comfortable and I grew to like it, and I also grew to like Tracey. I never considered myself to be in love with her, like in the romance novels, but she was a pleasant companion, and a good wife and mother.
After our daughter, Sarah, left for college, Tracey presented me with the dreaded manila folder containing divorce papers. It appears that she had found a replacement for me a few years earlier and was just waiting for the right time to let me know. I thought that I was a good husband. I was attentive and not demanding in any way. We went out regularly and I was generous with flowers and small appreciation gifts. What really hurt my feelings was the fact that she did not ask for anything from the divorce. The house was rented, but we did have a small savings account. Unfortunately, Sarah's college took almost everything else that we had. Tracey's new man was some type of professional and quite well-off. I thought that I made a good living as a bricklayer, but it appears that I was wrong.
The divorce went through quickly.
I needed a new hobby. I started walking; a lot of walking.
[]-----[]
The hike into the petroglyph area of the Reagan National Forrest, was a bit difficult so they required you to log in at the ranger's station. I also had to make a reservation ahead of time. I had my cell phone with me and also a handheld GPS unit. It was a bit of duplicity, but it made me feel comfortable. I got the obligatory safety lecture and a map. Because of the recent rainy weather, part of the High Ridge trail was closed. The workaround made it a bit longer, but it would still only be a one-day trip. There were not many hikers out because of the nasty weather.
[]-----[]
I had only been on the trail for about an hour when I heard it.
"Derrick! Over here!" Who the hell would be calling out my name in the middle of nowhere? I paused to make sure I had heard it and looked around.
A girl, wearing jeans and a denim jacket, was sitting on a large rock, about a hundred feet away, waving in my direction. She looked to be in her early twenties and quite attractive. I did not recognize her. Of course, I was curious, so I wandered over her way.
"It took you long enough. I thought that you would never get here." Now I was even more confused. As I got closer, she slid off the rock and started towards me.
"You have me at a disadvantage," I remembered hearing that line in a movie long ago, and I was always looking for a time and place to use it.
"Silly goose! You were supposed to be here an hour ago. What took you so long?"
To say the least, I was a bit confused. I decided to play along with her. "Sorry. I got a slow start this morning."
"Not to worry, but we will have to hustle a little, so we are not too late getting there. We can take the shortcut to make up some time." She turned and started up the trail, and then paused and looked over her shoulder. "My name is Floxie, by the way. We are going to be great friends, Derrick."
How the hell did she know my name and that I would even be here?
[]-----[]
Floxie seemed to know where she was going so I just followed like an obedient puppy. I didn't need the GPS or the phone map functions. I had trouble keeping up at times and she gave me a few digs about being out of shape. We walked for about two hours steady, and then she stopped and sat down. "Do you have any water?"
It was then I realized that she didn't have a pack or any other gear.
"Floxie, are you going to tell me what is going on?" I handed her a small bag of trail mix.
"Don't worry, Derrick. You'll figure it all out eventually."
"Well, how about answering a few quick questions?"
"Okay! Shoot. What do you want to know? This trail mix is really good. Did you make it?" She handed the water back but kept snacking.
"Why are you here alone? Why are you here period?"
"That's two questions. Anyhow, my sister, Moxie, was supposed to come with me, but she sprained her ankle, so I came alone."
"You have a sister named Moxie?"
"Yeah! She's my twin. Floxie and Moxie. We named ourselves. They are not our real names, but we do use them all the time. It's a play off of the Peter Cottontail books by Beatrix Potter. You know; Flopsy and Mopsy."
"Okay! And why are you here?"
"Well the last time I was here I didn't get to see the pics. I was hoping that today, I might be able to, but I am starting to doubt it."
"Why is that?" She turned the bag of trail mix upside down and shook it. Nothing came out.
"It's hard to explain, but sometimes things happen and we can't control them. My turn to ask a question." She didn't wait for a reply. "Why aren't you married anymore?"
"How did you know that I wasn't married?"
"That's not important, but I would like to know what happened to your marriage.
"You seem to know everything. You tell me."
"I don't know everything, just dibs, and dabs. I have to piece stuff together a lot. It would be a lot easier if you fill in the gaps."
"Okay! After nineteen years my wife decided that she would like to be with someone that could offer her a better standard of living. When our daughter left for college, my wife left to live with her new husband."
"Do you plan to remarry?"
"I would like to, but not many women are interested in a middle-aged, bricklayer with no money. I can't sing and I can't dance, but I am a good companion. Maybe some lonely woman will adopt me like a dog."
"You are a bit out of shape, Derrick. Maybe you should join a gym." Surprisingly, we both sort of chuckled at that statement.
"There is nothing wrong with you, except that you are a little bit too laid back and a little too casual. You have to show a bit more enthusiasm."
"And how would you know that, Miss Floxie?"
"I am the great Oz! I know everything." We both snickered a little.
"Enough Chit-Chat. Time is of the essence. Let's go."
[]-----[]
Two hours later we stopped for lunch. I was definitely out of shape as she said. She wasn't too excited about my carrot and celery sticks but scarfed up the second bag of trail mix.
"I think that you need to tell me a little bit about Floxie and what she is doing stomping through the woods on a dreary rainy day."
She laid her precious bag of trail mix on the rock aside of her. "I know this is hard to understand, but I have been waiting for you to show up. I need you to meet my sister, and I don't really know how to arrange it."
"What do you mean that you have been waiting for me?"
"Derrick, you have to quit interrupting with that question. I don't have the answers to those types of inquiries. I can't explain logical stuff. Just go with the flow, damn it! We don't have much time. Pay attention. Maybe Moxie will be able to clarify things."
"Well she is not here, is she?" That got me an exasperated sigh. We started to walk again. After a few steps, she stopped. "Promise me that you will talk to Moxie. Okay!"
"I promise."
[]-----[]
It was mid-afternoon when we arrived at the fork in the trail.
"Derrick, we have to take the High Ridge Trail if we want to make it in time to get back."
"The rangers said not to take that trail today. It is steep, and mostly shale and slate. On days like this, it is slippery as hell and dangerous. I think we should use the alternative route."
"You don't have any gear to stay overnight, Derrick, so we have to take the shorter route. I know what I am doing so don't argue with me about it."
This was one of those times when I was supposed to be more assertive. I wasn't. An hour later we were creeping along on the side of a shale mountain with a cold drizzle covering everything. I looked ahead and through the mist, I saw Floxie standing by a big rock waiting for me. It was hard to make her out, but I could see that she was smiling.
The last thing that I remember was her waving to me and yelling. 'Thank you, Derrick'. And then the ground gave away under my feet. There was nothing to grab onto and no way to get any traction on the slick rocks.
[]-----[]
It was one of those stupid cliches. Waking up in a mint green room with beeping machines and people being paged on the intercom system. I had to pee. I was in a hospital bed, but not hooked up to any kind of monitoring equipment. That was a bit odd. So I got up and took a leak.
Ten minutes later a nurse popped her head into the room and saw that I was up and around. The doctor immediately appeared.
"Hi, Mister Everett. I am Doctor Salmon. I hope that you had a good rest. It is good to see you back with the living."
"What does that mean?"
"Oh! Sorry. Poor choice of words. It is a hospital 'in joke'."
"Why am I here?"
"Good question. You are here only for observation. Oddly, we could find nothing wrong with you, other than the fact that you were unconscious for quite a while and had been exposed to the elements overnight. You have a few minor scratches and some bruises, but we couldn't find anything else. It appears that your unconsciousness was caused by a bump on the head, but there was no significant damage. Your reflexes are fine and all systems are 'go', however, we are going to keep you another day just to make sure."
"Is Floxie okay?"
"Who is Floxie?"
"The young girl that I was with up on the mountain."
"You were the only one brought in. No one else was mentioned. Maybe the rescue team will have more information. We already notified them of your recovery and they are on the way over here to get some information. In the meantime, would you be up to a little lunch?"
"Absolutely!" It was still hospital food, but it sure tasted good. What the hell happened to Floxie?
[]-----[]
"Good Afternoon, Mister Everett. I am glad to see that you are feeling better. You do know that your park pass was only good for one day, so we will probably have to charge you for the extra day." I gave her an odd look and she gave me a wink. Her name tag said 'S.Masson'. She was the same one that checked me in yesterday; cute, perky, and professional.
"Ranger Masson, you are going to have to help me out here. I am not sure what happened or how I got here, but I am willing to answer any questions that you have for me."
"That's fair. First of all, I'll explain how you got here. When you didn't return last evening we got concerned. Luckily, you still had your cell phone turned on, so we were able to pinpoint exactly where you were. That is why we asked for your number when you checked in. Unfortunately, because of the weather and darkness, we were unable to get to you until early this morning. You were unconscious when we picked you up but appeared okay otherwise. The terrain was rough, but they were still able to air evac you directly to the hospital. I'm sorry we couldn't have gotten there earlier."
"Under the circumstances, I am just happy that you got there at all. What about the girl that was with me? Is she all right?"
"What girl? We didn't see anyone else. No one else was registered into the park at that time."
"Her name was Floxie. She seemed to be familiar with the trails and we ended up sharing the hike together. She was also going to the petroglyphs. Unfortunately, she was the one that convinced me that we should take the High Ridge Trail, even though you recommended against it."
Before she was able to answer me, her phone rang. "Yes! I am at the hospital right now." pause "That was fast." pause "Are they absolutely sure?" pause "Other than that, you guys didn't see anyone else in the area did you?" pause "Was her sister notified?" pause pause "Let me ask him."
"Derrick, are you up to having a visitor later today?" I just shrugged my shoulders and nodded.
"He said it is okay. I'll try and explain the situation to him, but it will probably be a little confusing." pause " Maybe some of those old stories were true. Who knows." pause "Okay, bye." Ranger Masson plopped down in her chair and sighed.
"Are you going to tell me what is going on?"
"Are you going to believe me if I do?"
"What does that mean?"
When the rescue team found you, you were laying direct aside the body of another hiker. Between the critters and nature, there wasn't much left of it after fifteen years, but they were able to gather enough to make an identification. It was a very secluded area. The hiker's name was Florence Hawkins. Her sister is the one coming to see you later today."
"What are the odds?" Ranger Masson started typing on her I pad and held a picture up for me to look at."
"This must be some kind of joke. How old is that picture?"
"It was taken fifteen years ago. A week before she went missing here at the park."
"That's her. That is Floxie, the girl that I was hiking with yesterday. I don't understand."
"We don't either. We have had several people report seeing her over the last few years, but nothing ever came of it. It became a regular occurrence and after a while, we got used to it. There was even a few magazine articles about it."
"She said her sister's name was Moxie. Is that the one that is coming to see me?"
"Her name is actually Morgan. Morgan Hawkins, although her friends and family still call her Moxie."
"Just curious, but is it possible that Moxie was pretending to be Floxie? That would at least explain a few things."
"No! We had considered that at first, but it never worked out. Every time there was a Floxie sighting, Morgan had a good alibi if you want to call it that. For a couple of years, Morgan was two thousand miles away at college when the sightings were reported."
"I feel like I am in the twilight zone."
"Well Mister Everett, that is about all I need from you. There might be some follow-up questions concerning the rescue expenses, but we usually can keep them under control since there appears to be no negligence on your part. Here are your car keys. We brought it down from the trail head for you. As I understand it, you are going to be released soon."
"You didn't ask me anything."
She leaned over close to me. "I know, but I thought that you might want to know a little bit more about Floxie." She winked at me as she walked out the door. I don't know why."
[]-----[]
Morgan Hawkins looked exactly like a thirty-three-year-old Floxie would look. I was glad that I decided to get out of the hospital gown before she arrived. I always was a bit awkward about meeting women. She seemed to sense my anxiety. I sat on my hospital bed and she took the only chair in the room. Neither of us said anything.
"Thank you for finding my sister. The family and I appreciate it so that we can have some type of closure."
"I didn't do anything. I just happen to fall in a hole and there she was."
"We both know that it was more than that, don't we?"
"Maybe so. I will admit it was quite unusual." The silence between us was uncomfortable. I was trying to figure out how to get a dialog flowing, but I kept drawing a blank.
"You look exactly like your sister, er, only about twenty years older."
"Is that good or bad?"
"Good actually. I am thirty-eight myself." I have no idea why I offered that bit of information. I felt like a high school kid trying to get a date with a cheerleader.
"I know. I googled you before I came over here. I also ran a credit check and did a police profile. You need to finish eighteen more credit hours to get your degree. Sorry about your divorce. It seemed a little cold to me. How are you and your daughter doing since the divorce?"
I didn't respond indicating my shock at what she had said. Not a bad shock, I was just caught a little bit off guard. It wasn't expected.
"I am sorry if I was a bit nosy. I just wanted to be a bit prepared when I came to meet you. I felt it was important to be ready."
"Ready for what?"
"I am not sure. I don't socialize well. Floxie was always the bubbly sister and I just sort of tagged around after her. Let's say, I was sort of her wingman. I should have been with her the day she had her accident."
"You shouldn't feel bad about that. It wasn't your fault that you sprained your ankle."
"How did you know that?"
"What?"
"How did you know that I wasn't there because I had sprained my ankle?"
I felt trapped. When I commented on her appearance earlier, I assume she thought I meant from a photo that I had seen. Up until now, she had no reason to think otherwise. I put my hands on my knees and looked down at the floor.
"Floxie told me." Everything was quiet. I couldn't even hear the hospital noises. It was just Morgan and me. After what seemed like a long time, but was probably only a few seconds she opened up again.
"Derrick, you are going to get released today. I need your keys so that I can get your car while you process out. I am going to drive you to your place and after we get you settled in you can explain everything to me. All the paperwork is ready. All you have to do is sign a few forms. Get all your stuff together, and I'll meet you at the front door in fifteen minutes." She held out her hand for the car keys. "Any questions?"
I handed her the keys and didn't say anything. She smiled, "I didn't think so." She turned to leave and then stopped, and turned. "I forgot to give you this." She handed me a bag of trail mix.
[]-----[]
One thing led to another and before you know it, two months had passed. Morgan ended up moving into the house. I was back at work laying brick and Morgan spent her days writing short romance novels. She had over thirty books listed on Amazon and a nice-sized following on YouTube. She insisted that we get a new bed before she was ready to share it with me. If I remember correctly, it was not even my idea. I did not seduce her in any fashion and still don't understand what exactly happened.
I felt a little bit like Joseph Cotton in the movie 'Portrait of Jenny'. I could also hear that eerie music from the movie playing in the background in my head. I was being used and I was being manipulated and I was loving it. So far I couldn't see the downside.
We never talked about Floxie. We never talked about the time I spend with her or what happened. It was like we just picked up our lives at that specific time and moved forward. A bit odd.
[]-----[]
Six months later, I came home from work and found my daughter Sarah and Morgan chatting casually in the front room. I had not seen or had contact with Sarah for almost a year. They seemed to be getting along quite well and I didn't want to do anything to disrupt the harmony.
"I guess I don't need to introduce you two, but anyhow; Sarah this is Morgan, and Morgan this is my daughter Sarah." They appreciated my weak attempt at being humorous.
"Sarah, it is nice to see you. Is there any reason for the visit or were you just in the neighborhood?"



"Come on dad! Don't be snarky. Between school and everything else that was going on, I didn't have a whole lot of time. Mom never did tell me what happened and just left me thinking it was an agreeable split. I decided it was better if I stayed out of it. During the last break, I figured out what really happened and I got a bit pissed. Needless to say, we had words. You changed your phone number and your e-mail."
"Sorry. It was a bit inconsiderate on my part. I just figured that it was better to not get you involved so that your studies would not be affected. I wasn't thinking too straight at the time."
Morgan brought us all cokes and a large bowl of trail mix.
"So why are you here?"
"To see you and catch up mostly, but I also brought you a copy of your divorce papers. As of last Tuesday, you are a free man. I thought that you might need them and after meeting Morgan, I am sure you do."
"Gee! Maybe I should have opened up a bottle of sangria instead of the cokes." Morgan seemed to be happy about the whole situation.
I got a weird feeling that some other unworldly events were about to occur now that my marital status had changed. I kept hearing that movie music.
"How are your mother and her new man doing?"
"They were fine up until a few months ago. I don't have all the information, in fact, I only get bits and pieces, but it seems that Tracey has been seeing Franklin, with a young lady on several occasions. He denied everything of course. This just made her more determined."
"Determined to do what?"
"To prove that he is or is not cheating on her. She refuses to marry him if she can't trust him. That much was easy for me to figure out."
"What did she do?"
"She asked friends to watch for her and even spent some money on a PI. They didn't turn up anything and then a few days later she saw the girl in the car with him again. Several times she caught them having lunch together. Sometimes they walk in the park across the street from his office."
"Did she confront him?"
"Yes! She had notes with all the times and places that he has been with her. She wasn't able to get any pictures, however. He denies it all and claims she is being paranoid."
"And nobody else has ever seen her?"
"Right."
"Is it the same girl?"
"Yeah! And she always wears the same thing; jeans and a denim jacket."
Suddenly I heard the movie music again. I looked over and Morgan had a big smile on her face.



        

  
    Heard It
  
  Heard It

        Take It On the Run.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/heard-it

Title: Heard It

Author: PAPATOAD

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Take It On the Run.

Tags: take it on the run, revenge, humor, cheating




It had been a long rough week. I was tired and not in a very good mood. Business was great, but my personal life sucked. As I got out of the truck, I was immediately inundated with the sounds and atmosphere of my world. My name is Garrett Turrell. I own and operate the largest gravel pit in this part of the state. I run a tight business and I make a good living. It is noisy, dirty and irritating as hell, but I make good money because I am willing to put up with all the shit that the job requires. I paused briefly, and took a quick survey of my empire before going into the double wide that serves as my office.
"Morning Boss! You look like hell. Did you spent another night with Johnny Walker or one of his brothers?" Nicki Lomax ran the office, and she also keep track of my personal life as best as she could.
"Nope! I just killed a six pack of Black and Tan and watched reruns of Justified. I didn't even go to bed; just passed out on the recliner."
"Well there is a stack of paperwork on your desk and a list of phone calls you need to attend to. When you get caught up, I have some more important stuff to talk about later. By the way, the guy from State Correction Services will be here at nine."
"What the hell does he want? We are submitting all the reports aren't we?"
"Yes Sir! I think he has two new guys that he wants you to consider."
"Damn! Half out workforce is all ready ex cons. How many does he expect us to take on?" Nicki just smiled and shrugged her shoulders. She was one of the first ones that I hired.
====================================================
I spent the morning taking care of business. It was just before noon when Nicki brought in the carry-out containers and spread them out on my desk. Lunch came with a diet root beer; Nicki's choice.
"Okay! Now what is so important that you feel that a sit down is necessary?"
"Your wife's cheating."
"Well that is not new news. We've know about that for over a year now."
"I heard from a friend who heard from a friend that things are going to get worse."
"Whoa! That sounds like a line from an old song. What the hell are you talking about?"
"Carla is planning something. The best that I can find out is that it involves Hunter."
Hunter Ellis and I started Empire Enterprises over twenty years ago. Things went well for the first few years and then it all fell apart. I was trying to build the business up with a firm, steady foundation with minimum debt. Hunter felt that we would be better off expanding by using creative financing. The arguing intensified over the years and before long we were no longer communicating in any fashion other than through our lawyers. It became very fierce and was just a step away from getting physical when the lawyers finally ended it. Hunter ended up with Empire Concrete and I ended up with Empire Stone and Gravel. There was no love lost between the two of us.
"Okay, little miss know-it-all. What the hell did your friend who knows a friend have to say?"
"Carla has a standing appointment every week at Lunessa Coiffures with Marcus, her favorite. For some damn reason she likes to talk with Marcus about personal things. Marcus is a real good listener."
"Something sounds fishy."
"You're damn right. I am getting a feeling that she is feeding Marcus."
"You mean like she is expecting him to blab it a round." That got me a nod back.
"So little Miss Nicki, how did you get this dirt?"
"Sabrina, my current flavor of the month and room mate, is one of his shampoo girls. He was trying to impress her."
"What do you think I should do? If it was for real, I would probably kill the sucker. For some damn reason, it doesn't sound right. Hunter was never close to Carla even when we were on good terms. He always thought that I made a big mistake marrying her and he let me know it. Why the hell would he be getting chummy with her now?"
"Garrett! It may be none of my business, but did you get a prenup before you got married?"
Three seconds later Nickie had to duck as my half full can of Dad's root beer hit the wall behind her. "No! Dam it! I didn't need a prenup. I was in love! Dumb! Dumb! Dumb!" Nicki didn't argue with me. She knew I was right.
I didn't finish my lunch. I just grabbed a hard hat and stormed out of the office. I had a lot of stuff to take care of around the yard and in the maintenance sheds. I had to kill some time and try and cool down. I never considered that Hunter would be interested in Carla in a sexual context, but he might stoop low enough to seduce her for business reasons. Was he thinking about getting the gravel business. If I filed for divorce, I could lose half of it to the bitch. Was that his plan? What was in it for her.
Carla and I still cohabited, but that was about it. We shared the house, but not the bed. She had her car and her credit cards. I paid the bills and put up with her. Some nights she never came home. I didn't care.
Two hours later I was back in the office. "You have a meeting with Hunter at the Peanut Bar at four o'clock. He said it was important."
"Nicki, I haven't talked to Hunter in years and now he wants a meeting. I don't like it. How do you feel about going with me?"
"No way, Jose! And when you do go, leave the self carry in the office. We can't have you going off half cocked."
"Who is this 'we' you are taking about?"
"The thirty-eight guys who work here, stupid. What the hell are they going to do if you get yourself arrested? Leave the damn gun in the desk drawer.
=========================================================
I got there a bit early and ordered a pitcher with two glasses. I assumed that he was coming alone. Hunter was a big sucker. He looked like a biker, but he never owned a motorcycle. He had the beard, pony tail, vest and tattoos, but no bike. He wasn't a wanna be, he was just, Hunter. Conversations in the bar stopped when in walked in, but resumed when he sat down.
"I hope you take care of your business better that you take care of your wife."
"Not my problem anymore. I gave up trying three years ago. Why is that a problem?"
"Garrett. The bitch has been hitting on me for the last month. She has been stopping by the shop regularly and making phone calls to my cell. She knows where I have been hanging out on the weekends and has been showing up. One night, she parked her car on the street in front of my house and left it there over night. She wasn't in the house, but it sure looked like it. Did that get back to you?"
"No! That's the first that I heard of it. You said that she didn't come into the house?"
"No! I never saw her."
"She keeps asking me to go to dinner or dancing with her. Garrett, no offense buddy, but I don't like the woman."
"Me either."
"It gets worse."
"I heard it from a friend, who heard it from a friend, that she had something going on with Vincent Dinino.
What is this, REO speedwagon week? That's the second time I heard that phrase today.
"What are you talking about?"
"Forget it. What did you hear?"
"This is so stupid, you won't believe it. I didn't believe it the first time I heard it. I actually had to get it verified."
"Go on. You got my attention."
"Carla is supposed to have an affair with me. She picked me because you and I are mortal enemies."
"Okay! We hate each other, but mortal enemies is a bit extreme."
"I thought so too. Anyhow, after you find out about it, one of two things will happen. Either you will shoot my ass dead, or if you don't, Vincent will have one of his cronies shoot my ass dead and frame you for it. Either way you will end up in jail."
"So why haven't I found out about this affair?"
"A couple of reasons. First, I have absolutely no interest in having an affair with Carla. Like I said, I can't stand the woman. Second, it appears that she hasn't been able to hint to you that she is having an affair with me, so she can't even get things started up."
"That is funny. I knew about her affair with Dinino for the last six months. I don't give a crap. To be honest, I don't care if you have an affair with her."
"I don't know why they are complicating everything. Why doesn't Vincent just have one of his guys bump you off and get it over with? Why doesn't he frame me for your death? Why does he have to frame anybody? The guy has three car dealerships and two car washes, what else does he want?"
The pitcher was empty. The waitress came over and we both turned our glasses over at the same time. Old habits die hard. As we got up I said, "Same time next week?" He just nodded.
Carla didn't come home that night.
========================================================
"How did the meeting go yesterday, boss?"
I flipped her the recorder which she snatched with one hand. "Here. See for yourself."
I sat in my office and started making a list of things that had to be taken care of. The business could run itself, but my personal life was falling apart. None of it made sense. None of it added up. It was totally stupid. The more I worked on it the worse seemed to get. I was getting frustrated.
Nicki knocked and slowly opened the door. She stepped in and threw a travel agency ticket folder on my desk. I looked up at her and shrugged my shoulders.
"The guys decided that you needed a break. They all chipped in. This is for four days and three nights in Montego Bay. The plane leaves at nine tomorrow morning. I will drive you to the airport." I didn't say a thing.
=======================================================
I had just got my stuff put away when there was a knock on the door. I never saw her before, but she looked awful familiar. She stepped right by me, threw her small travel bag on the bed, and plopped down beside it.
"You're not local, are you?" That got me a big smile.
"I'm Trini, Nicki's sister. I am supposed to keep you out of trouble and sober.
"I thought that you looked familiar." Same eyes, same smile, but her hair was braided a bit tighter than Nicki's. The big question in my mind was her sexual affiliation.
"You're a big guy, Garrett. I am glad Nicki got a room with a king size bed."
My question was answered.
Trini had been here before. She knew where to go and what to do. The four days went fast and we missed all the tourist spots. We did spend too much time in the room the first two days, but made up for it later in the week. We drank in moderation, but over indulged in the food area. Life was great.
Trini flew back with me and Nicki picked us up at the airport. She dropped me off at the house and Trini went home with her.
====================================================
The house was empty. What I mean is that Carla was not there and it seemed as if a lot of her stuff was missing. Her phone was on the kitchen table. Her car was gone. I quickly checked the bank and there was no abnormal activity there; just her normal ATM withdrawals. I did however close out all of the credit cards, just in case.
She didn't take any of my stuff and actually left a whole lot of her stuff at the house. I guess the car could only hold so much. I couldn't tell how long she had been gone. There were no notes or messages.
I had been at work about an hour when the suits arrived. It seemed that Vincent Dinino had disappeared and I was a prime suspect because of his relationship with my wife. There was no attempt made on their part to spare my feelings. I had no trouble proving my whereabouts the past four days. They had no idea where my wife was or that she was even missing. They were polite enough to take a missing persons report however. For some reason they did not think that Carla and Vincent were together, but they never explained why.
Nicki and Trini spent the next day moving all of Carla's stuff out of the house. We struggled though without having Nicki in the office. The next day they drove down to Philly and got Trini's belongings. She moved into the house without even asking. The audacity of the woman.
Hunter got the same interrogation that I did from the local police. He didn't have as good an alibi as I did, but he was still covered. Vincent did not have any immediate family, but he did have relatives in the area. Unfortunately none of the wanted anything to do with his car dealerships or the car washes.
Hunter and I spent a whole afternoon going over everything that happened and we still had no idea what they were trying to accomplish. Our relationship was just about back to normal, so it did accomplish something. We started working together again.
Two months later,I got divorce papers through the mail from Reno. I gave them to Nicki and told her to take care of everything. She gave me a big hug, but not as big as the one that I got from Trini when I got home.
"Boss! I heard it from a friend who heard it from a friend that Vincent Dinino's relatives want to make a deal on his old businesses."
"Damn it Nicki! Are you listening to those oldies again. REO speedwagon wasn't even that good."
"Sure they were. You just don't appreciate good stuff when you hear it. Anyway a bunch of the guys want to talk to you about it."
"The cons or the straight guys?"
"Both!"
Sixty days later Empire Enterprises was the proud owner of three car dealerships and two car washes. Oh, did I forget to mention Hunter and I re merged the businesses again.
I always wondered why Nicki sent me on that trip to Jamaica, but I really don't want to know.
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The media was having a field day. The third female celebrity in the last two years had just been reported missing. Speculation was that Sherry Barr, an award-winning pop singer, was abducted by the notorious "Logan." There was no way to prove it, but the signs seemed to point that way. The circumstances surrounding the abductions seemed to stir up tons and tons of public interest. The limelight again started to shine on the first two victims, who both quickly hurried out of the country, to get clear of the attention.
Angel Torres, the action adventurer movie star, left for her private retreat somewhere in the Yucatan, south of Merida. Maggie Copeland, the author and playwright, was speculated to be back in Scotland. Neither one of them needed or wanted any more attention.
So what makes this situation special? The abductions were unspectacular; it was hard to even determine when or how they happened. It was almost a week until they were determined to be of a criminal nature. Sherry's disappearance was the same as the first two. Her housekeeper finally decided that something was not right and reported it. There was still no way to prove that it was another 'Logan' episode, but it was the best and only explanation that the authorities had.
There was a common thread between the three victims. However, the word victim does not fit this situation. Maggie was a widow. Angel was never married, and Sherry was divorced. There were no children. All three of them also had personal emotional problems. All of them were in the LA area.
Angel Torres had always been active in sports and various martial arts. Unfortunately, broken bones and sprained muscles came with the job. So did the painkillers and narcotics. Several trips to various rehab centers and hospitals did nothing to help. When she started to supplement her drugs with alcohol the problems escalated. Then Logan found her.
Maggie Copeland's career military husband died, after almost twenty years of marriage. He was the love of her life. She gradually lost interest in almost everything, especially food. She had been hospitalized a few times for not eating and was under constant physiological care, but nothing seemed to work. Maggie was in San Francisco, on a publicity tour when she disappeared. Her weight was under one hundred pounds. She didn't really disappear, however; Logan just found her.
And now Sherry Barr seemed to have joined the group. She didn't have a weight problem until about five years after she married. She had wed one of those 'Boy Band' singers early in her career, more or less as a publicity stunt. Unfortunately, her betrothed had a wandering eye. As his cheating became more pronounced, she started to compensate with food. As her weight went up, so did the humiliation. He got great pleasure out of degrading her whenever he could. This caused her to eat more. The final blow was when he very publicly divorced her. She weighed over three hundred pounds when she vanished. Or did she?
======================================
The first thought that came into her mind was, 'I'm not in Kansas anymore'. The second thought was, ' Where the hell is the bathroom? Sherry scanned the room carefully, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. As the fog in her head lifted she started to analyze her surroundings. It was a bedroom. It appeared to be in an upscale but rustic cabin. Is that an oxymoron? In any event, there was indeed a bath across the room. All other thoughts disappeared as she headed towards it. She had socks on and a casual exercise outfit, or sweatsuit. She hadn't seen them before. The cotton underwear and sports bra were also new. The facilities were all modern and fashionable. An array of grooming products and make-up was on the counter. She quickly noted that all of the items were brands that she normally used. She was a bit confused, mainly because she was not anxious or upset over the situation. She found herself to be far calmer than she thought she would be, under the circumstances.
"Ah! I see that you are up. You slept I bit longer than I had anticipated. Welcome back to the world." He was of average height, average build, and had average looks. You could say that he was a bit generic. She did not feel threatened at all. His presence and appearance seemed to put her at ease. She quickly wondered if she might be under the influence of some sort of drug or narcotic.
Her host stood in the doorway and motioned her to come into the next room. It was a great room, that was appropriate to the cabin ambiance. At the far end was a kitchen/eating area. Opposite that was the traditional floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace. The sunroom at the end of the lodge held a complete exercise room. The whole thing was like a living cliché. Even under the circumstances, she found herself snickering at her surroundings. Why wasn't she afraid? Why wasn't she quaking in fear? What the hell were his intentions? As her brain fog cleaned up, the questions were coming hot and heavy.
Sherry moved towards the eating table as if she had done it many times before, although this was the first time. It all felt comfortable. She sat down and quickly found a mug of hot coffee in front of her; black just as she preferred it. Her host sat across the table from her.
"Hi! My name is Logan. Welcome to Kernow." He seemed relaxed and self-confident. Sherry just looked at him as she blew over the top of the hot coffee. They sat that way for several minutes. She did not respond and he offered nothing further. The coffee was good.
"You kidnapped me!"
"Sort of!" Logan reached for the coffee pot and topped off the mugs.
"What the hell do you mean 'sort of'?"
"Well, you are not being held for ransom and I have no plans of violating you in any manner. Think of it as an unplanned vacation of sorts."
"That's bullshit and you know it. You abducted me for some weird purpose and now you are trying to make me believe that it is something other than a kidnapping." He didn't argue with her. He just sat and smiled. That made her feel uncomfortable.
"Are you hungry?"
"Don't change the subject." He just sat quietly.
After a few moments of silence she replied. "yes, I could eat. I am hungry."
He knew his way around the kitchen. As she waited, she studied the inside of the cabin, which actually was more of a lodge. It had plenty of windows with sunshine on one side and shade on the other. The outside, that she could see, appeared to be almost all wooded with some open spots, but no grass or lawn. She glanced over at her abductor frequently, noticing that he was moving like an experienced TV chef. He reeked of confidence, which she found attractive even under the adverse circumstances. She felt confused. She was in a dire situation and felt no fear. It must have given her some sort of drug.
Her reverie was broken when he put the plate in front of her. Fluffy scrambled eggs with bacon and sauteed mushrooms. She recognized a slight taste of mirin in the eggs. She noticed that there was no toast or other bread. She didn't care; she was too hungry. He topped off her coffee again.
"I think it is time for you to stretch your legs a bit. It was a long flight to get here. There is a pair of sketchers and a light jacket over by the back door. I'll be with you in a second." he said, as he cleared the table.
=========================================
The area around the cabin was covered with tall pines. There were a few deciduous trees scattered about, but it was mostly evergreen. On the North side was a lake with a long dock, longer than it appeared that it had to be. She noticed how odd that seemed. A large array of solar panels covered one side of the roof and she also noticed a small enclosure at the rear that seemed like it would or could hold a generator. Where did the fuel for the generator come from? There was no road. A utility shed, off to the side, held a Snowmobile and a utility vehicle. Where did the gas come from?
Several trails lead away from the cabin in different directions. For some reason she found herself surveying the area. To the East was a large swampy area that ended with an escarpment that seemed to rise several hundred feet in the air. The same swampy situation existed on the West side, except that it seemed to go on forever. The Southside appeared to be just miles and miles of rolling woods. That was a guess because she actually could not see anything other than the dense growth in front of her. She noticed a contrail overhead but heard no traffic noises.
The entire time that they were strolling around the area he was quiet. It was as if he was letting her take in everything on her own. He knew that she would have a lot of questions. There was a lot of time to answer them. The afternoon Autumn chill was just setting in.
After about thirty minutes, Sherry slowly walked back to the cabin and Logan followed. They did not speak until they entered.
"You have a complete wardrobe and hopefully everything that you will need to be comfortable. If I missed anything please let me know. You have a couple of hours to relax, maybe take a shower. We are having salmon for supper. Tonight, I will answer all of your questions."
"You are Logan, right?" she asked. He just nodded. "Everybody thought that you were a myth. Why me? Why would Logan take me?"
"Tonight! I will explain everything tonight." She turned to walk away but paused.
"Why am I so mellow? I should be enraged and defensive as hell."
"Incense. Psilocybin incense. Don't ask."
=========================================
The grilled salmon and asparagus were perfect; what there was of it. She was still a bit hungry. Logan was quite capable in the kitchen. She helped him clean up and then they retired to the living area with fresh coffee.
"Logan, your magic mushroom seems to be wearing off. It is time for you to spill the beans before I start getting pissed off. You don't want to see me mad." Sherry sat on the cedar-framed couch with her legs tucked under her.
"It appears that you have an idea of who I am and what I am supposed to have done?" It was a statement posed as a question.
"You are Logan; the abductor. You kidnap vulnerable women and then brainwash them, so that they do not accuse you. You infuse them with so much 'Stockholm Syndrome' that they simply refuse to turn against you. Since I am fully aware of what you do, it will not work on me."
"Why would I do such a thing?"
"I don't know. I guess it is some kind of wicked game. Yes! That's it. You must get some sort of satisfaction out of it. It's evil. You use innocent women, who you don't even know, to play your wicked game. You are a despicable human being."
"Do you realize how ridiculous that sounds? You can't be serious. Do I seem to be wicked to you?" She paused slightly.
"No! But the game that you are playing is wicked. I won't play!"
"Do you play Parcheesi?"
"What does that have to do with anything?"
"I'll get out the Parcheesi board; you get some more coffee."
"You promised me an explanation."
"I'll answer three questions in the morning, after breakfast. Now! It's Parcheesi time." She gave him a low growl as she went for fresh coffee. Sherry did play a good game but had a difficult time concentrating. She was still probing for information, and Logan would just smile and continue playing.
========================================
Breakfast was poached eggs with avocado slices and some fresh berries. Sherry gobbled it down and was looking for more. They gravitated to the front porch with coffee and Logan just looked at her and nodded his head. The breakfast conversation had been limited to the weather and what wildlife was in the area. Now it was time for the real thing.
" I was awake half the night thinking about it all. I have figured out quite a bit of what is happening, but I need you to fill in the blanks. Before I present my questions, let me tell you what I think is going on. You can correct me at any time." Logan smiled and nodded.
"First! You abducted two other girls before me and each of them had a personal problem that was causing them public grief and humiliation. Angel had a drug problem, caused and aggravated by the injuries that she acquired filming. Maggie was near death from anorexia. She was unable to cope with the death of her husband. The media was using every opportunity to exploit her condition. How am I doing so far?"
"Not one hundred percent, but go on."
"What didn't I get right?"
"There were three before you, not two."
"Who the hell was the third one? They only ever mentioned two; Angel and Maggie."
"The third one was not a public figure. She was just a normal lady. The media wasn't interested in exploiting her, but she still needed help."
"Okay! I assume I was selected because of my weight. After I went over three hundred pounds, I spent half the day crying and the other half eating. You have no idea how many times I contemplated just walking into the ocean. That was the nice part about having a house in Malibu. The bad part was all of the paparazzi waiting for me to step outside. I have only been here a day, but it is quite obvious that you are determined to get me on some type of Adkins or Keto diet. I tried them! It didn't work."
"Did you cheat?"
"Of course!" She actually giggled.
"What are your three questions?"
"Can I go home now?"
"No!"
"Are you going to rape me?"
"No!"
"Do you have any chocolate?"
"No!"
We just sat there for a few seconds, not saying anything.
"You wasted your three questions. Why did you do that?"
There was no reply.
"Go put on some comfortable clothes and walking shoes. We are going to see a Bald Eagle?"
========================================
Sherry took control of the walk, and Logan just trailed along behind her. Occasionally she would ask a question. Is this area swampy all year around or is it seasonal? There are no power poles. Where do you get your electricity from? What happens in the winter? Does the lake freeze over? How do you get your supplies? Where do all of the trails go? Logan continued to supply superficial answers as long as she asked them. Every once in a while she would slip in a trick question such as 'What is the closest town' or 'What is the closest FM or TV station'. Logan just smiled and ignored those inquiries.
There was a large propane tank and also a liquid nitrogen tank. The solar panels, she saw the day before, covered the entire South roof area. Sherry wasn't sure but it looked like there was also a cistern water collection system. That answered many of the questions that she had from the previous day's walk.
The trails were not worn from a lot of use. They all looked fairly new and manually maintained. It was as if someone, probably Logan, had spent many hours keeping them clear. Today she spend most of the time on the West side trails. It was all wet, marshy swamp. The gnats and skeeters were merciless. It was not a pleasant area. She knew that the East area was similar, but she would have to check that out on another day.
They did not see the eagle.
They made their way back to the lodge and Logan had snacks and appetizers laid out in no time. She was breathing a bit heavy. It was the most exercise she had had in over a year. It wasn't really exercising, just slow walking, but it was still a task for her overweight body. The cheese and meat he presented, was so obviously keto that Sherry had to snicker a bit. Who was he trying to fool? The cherry tomatoes and avocado were another matter. How was he handling the food under these circumstances? She would figure it out.
"I have a lot more questions." Sherry made herself comfortable on the couch with a mug of coffee.
"You wasted your questions yesterday."
"Okay! I got that out of my system. Now I want to get serious. I assume that you brought me here to somehow help me get my head straight. The result of my severe depression, of course, has been my extreme weight gain. You must have recognized my inability to take control of the situation and decided to help. I assume this is the same thing that happened with Maggie and Angel."
Logan just smiled and nodded.
"I am guessing that the third mystery woman also had a similar problem."
He nodded again.
"You kept them here about five months. Will I be here that long also?"
"That's the plan, but things change. Nothing is based on time; it all depends on results."
"Did any of them try to leave; to escape or just run away?"
"Angel did one time. She was gone for one day and night. She didn't have to come back because of the physical demands, she came back because she realized that it was the best thing for her, even though she didn't like it. She had the strength and tenacity to get away, but decided to stay instead."
"I don't have any of her physical capabilities, but you know I am going to try anyhow."
"That's okay. I hope that you will at least stay until you are in better shape. While you are losing some of your excess, we will also be building you up physically. Tomorrow we will be starting your exercise routine. I don't think it would be a good idea to think of escaping until you lost at least a hundred pounds or more. Does that make sense?"
"I wasn't expecting that answer, but I will consider it."
"What else do you need to know?"
"Do we have any news or media; Facebook, YouTube, or e-mail? Any outside communication at all?"
"Nope! Let me clarify that. You don't! If any emergencies arise, I can take care of it. Do you see that door?" Logan pointed to the wall in the center of the room. "The keypad opens a door to the basement. I have complete control of everything from there. You will have no access to it. If you have a medical emergency, you will be taken care of. I also control all of the lodge facilities from down there."
"You have a generator outside, but I haven't heard it running. How are you operating this place?"
"Heating, hot water, and cooking are with the propane. The tank holds enough for six months. The refrigeration and freezer run off of the nitrogen. All of the lights and such are LCD and run off of the solar panels. Food and supplies are delivered every two weeks by boat. Don't even think about it."
"Other than exercising how do we entertain ourselves."
"You have an unlimited Kindle library as well as Netflix and Prime Videos. All the board games are in the hall closet. Sorry, but there are no phones or computers." It appeared that she had no other questions for the time being.
"Okay! That's it for a while. Now let's get out there. We have the whole East side to check out today. Next week we will start exploring the South side. That will be limitless."
"Oh! Before we go out. Why do you call this place 'Kernow'?"
Logan laughed. "Because it is magical! You'll see."
=========================================
The newness quickly wore off. Sherry decided not to fight it. There was not much of an alternative available, and she started to look at her situation in a different light. The food was good. The facilities were good. The privacy was good. The company was yet to be determined.
On the downside, she was still fat. She was always hungry. She felt that she had no control over anything. The uncertainty of everything made her feel uncomfortable, but she was not afraid.
By the time winter had set in, Sherry was on a daily routine. It was demanding but doable. It quickly became a bit boring, but also familiar. After a morning start in the exercise room, she had breakfast with Logan, and then they spent the rest of the morning outside, weather permitting. Actually, they seemed to enjoy the bad weather as much as the good. Hiking in freezing rain and snow was highly stimulating. She grew to love it. The lake froze over, but never enough for her to feel comfortable to venture out on it.



Her new favorite drink was hot black tea. She relished it with their daily antipasto-type lunches, which she started to look forward to. The afternoon activity was her choice as long as it involved doing something. The hungry pangs seemed to disappear after a few weeks.
When the snow got heavy they pulled out the snow shoes; a new experience for her. There were no skis at the lodge. Her clothing was getting a bit loose. Logan didn't have a scale. She enjoyed her daily hot showers but was disappointed that there was no sauna.
========================================
As the season changed the weather changed and as the weather changed the workouts changed. At first, there were no real workouts as such. Sherry just kept busy with her walks and fitness room workouts. She was just playing around with the equipment as a way to keep busy. Logan would join her most time. Slowly she started getting serious about what she was doing. She found that she enjoyed the rowing machine. She started to head for that first thing in the morning. The first month she was doing a thousand meters just to warm up. Soon it was up to two thousand and within two months she was doing three thousand meters. Every day the time it took her to complete got shorter and shorter.
When the snow was too heavy, she spent her afternoons on the treadmill. For the first two months, she was just walking, but then she started to jog. Logan gave her an MP3 player; one channel had songs and the other had Spanish lessons. She had once mentioned to Logan that she had always wanted to learn to speak Spanish.
The meals had become routine and pretty standard. After she passed the KETO flu phase, it got a bit easier. Friday she got a little break; it was popcorn night.
Christmas came and Logan got her a whole new wardrobe. They celebrated by burning all of her old stuff. She had no idea how many pounds she had lost, but she did know it was quite a few inches. She felt bad because she had nothing to give him.
She needed to have her hair done. She needed a manicure. She missed her last two dental hygiene visits. She started to make a mental list of things that she would do after she got out of there. It was not serious. She was no longer dwelling constantly about leaving. She had become used to her status. She wondered if he was still using that mushroom incense.
Every two weeks or so, a boat would arrive with supplies. It would pull up at the end of the long dock, pick up a few things that Logan had left there, and drop off all of the new stuff. Later, Logan would drive the SUV to the end of the dock and collect everything. Occasionally, if the lake was too frozen, the boat would not show up.
========================================
The best part of the day was after supper. It didn't matter if it was game night or movie night, it was always enjoyable. She didn't enjoy chess, but she was getting pretty good at GO and Parcheesi.
It was over two months before Logan and Sherry started to have actual conversations. He knew all about her, but she knew nothing about him. He seemed more open to talking on popcorn night.
========================================
Logan had married right out of college. They both started working for different dot-com companies in San Jose and both took max stock options. In ten years they were ultra-wealthy but had no kids. Thousands and thousands of dollars did not help the situation and Mavis became extremely depressed. What good was all that money if they had no family? She refused to adopt. She refused counseling. She started drinking. Her drinking became obsessive. Before she died from it, two years later. She made Logan promise to do something to help other women with problems. She apologized for not allowing him to help her.
Sherry had no way to verify the story and she didn't want to. If that is what he said happened, she would just accept it. It was bull shit, but at least it was a sort of an explanation.
They usually shared the couch on movie night with one big popcorn bowl. Once in a while, Sherry would nod off during the movie and found Logan's shoulder to be a convenient pillow. By the time, winter came to an end they were often waking up, in the morning, on the couch together. There were no advances made by either of them.
After five months, Sherry was in pretty good shape except for an unsightly bunch of excess skin. It wasn't as gross as it would have been if she had been over five hundred pounds, but it still was apparent. Logan surprised her with another new set of clothes. It seemed that he liked her in Land's End and L.L.Bean style clothing. She didn't complain.
========================================
"I got you a new toy." Sherry was all ears.
"This is a handheld GPS unit. It is accurate to within three feet."
"It is just like the program on the cell phones?"
"Yeah! Pretty much so, but instead of using addresses, it finds map coordinates."
"Like geocaching?"
"Exactly. You know about geocaching?"
"I used to do it with some friends years ago, before smartphones. It wasn't serious, just some weekend fun." Sherry did not want to tell him that she was an experienced Geocacher and had over two thousand finds to her credit.
"So, I don't have to teach you how to use it then?"
"No! But I have to know what I am looking for."
Logan tossed her the GPS unit. "Your target is called 'prize 1'. Go get it!"
It took her only a few minutes to get her boots and jacket on. She fired it up as Logan watched. He was amazed that she knew exactly what she was doing. A short while later she had her satellites and was logged on to prize 1.
"Damn Logan. That's over a half mile away."
"Is that too hard for you?"
She gave him the finger, jumped off the porch, and took off.
Logan was snickering as he went inside and logged on to the computer. He could follow her with the tracker in her jacket hood. He was fairly pleased with himself, not realizing that he had made a fatal mistake.
Two hours later she was back. He was sitting on one of the porch rockers when she walked up with a blank face. "You didn't find it did you?"
She reached into her pocket and pulled out a Snickers candy bar wrapper. She grinned as she waved it in front of him. "Ta Da! Got it."
Logan laughed. "You couldn't wait until you got back?"
"No way. That is the first I had in months. I gave it a merciful death." She tossed him the GPS and they went into the lodge for lunch. They both seemed to enjoy that it went so well.
=========================================
After lunch, they sat in front of the fireplace with coffee and tea. She hadn't started her afternoon workout yet.
"Logan, we have to talk!"
He cringed when he heard it. "Can it wait until tonight?"
"I guess so. I just wanted to know what the timetable is like. Angel went home after four months and Maggie stayed five. Isn't it about time for me to go back?"
He didn't say anything. After a few seconds, he just got up and took his empty cup back to the kitchen. Sherry moved to the fitness room and started to row. Logan took the SUV to recover the ammo box that the candy bar was hidden in. Next time, he would use a smaller container so that she could bring it back with her.
After reaching her target that morning, she first got comfortable to enjoy her candy, then she started scanning with the GPS. She expanded the search area bit by bit until she finally got the hint of a road. She marked the closest point. It was twelve miles as the crow flies from her present location. That means that it could be up to twice that on the ground. She switched to terrain mode and was able to determine that she could circumvent most of the higher ground if she planned properly. It might be a bit longer, but a lot easier. She could not do it in one day. Before starting back, she erased all evidence of her probing.
After supper, Logan said that he was not ready to talk about her return yet. He excused himself and went to his room. Sherry grabbed one of the Sue Grafton novels and got comfortable. She was up to the letter 'H'. Unfortunately, she could not concentrate. She decided instead to start planning.
She had a plan. She had a project. It wasn't that she was dying to get away from Logan or the lodge, it was more like a challenge. It was like game night in the real world. She got excited thinking about it. For the first time, she felt that she was not going to be completely open with Logan. It was not going to be a desperation project; it was going to be fun. To do it right she was going to have to make a list of everything that she would need and then figure out how to gather it all together secretly.
The next morning everything was back to normal. She did thirty minutes on the rower and another thirty on the treadmill. She decided that she had to add more treadmill time to her daily routine. She had preferred to wear her sketchers when she walked, but the hiking boots would be better for the longer trip.
There were some emergency thermal blankets in the utility shed. That was her best choice since she had no access to a tent. It was still chilly at night, but not freezing. She grabbed one and hid it away.
It was two days later when he gave her another cache challenge; prize 2. She was ready this time. She wore her hiking boots. Pencil and paper were the most important things that she needed. Logan was glad that she seemed to enjoy the new exercise. Little did he know. It took a bit longer to get to her destination but she didn't mind. She figured it was all part of her training. This time her Snicker Bar was in a thermos bottle. Logan asked her to bring it back so that he would not have to retrieve it. She didn't eat it this time even though it was tempting. She would save it for her trip.
The coordinates for the lodge were in the GPS. She carefully wrote them down and double-checked to make sure that she had them right. She then expanded the search area until she found the road she had seen the first time. She marked it and then carefully copied down those coordinates. She used the topographic page to set waymarks so that she could easily bypass the steeper areas. It all seemed too easy. She went over everything again to make sure she didn't miss something. She erased the new marks and started back.
The weather was beautiful.
By the time the next cache challenge came around, Sherry had a nice little stash of food saved up. There were always low-carb snacks around to nibble on, so she just put a few away every day. She loaded up on carrots sticks, nuts, and pumpkin seeds. She squirreled away a couple of avocados and some string cheese.
Prize 3 came on the next Saturday morning. She was anxious to get started but felt bad about deceiving Logan. For some reason, before she started for the cache, she kissed Logan on the cheek; something she had never done before.
========================================
The Great Escape was underfoot. Sherry did not think of the endeavor as an escape. It was a conflict in more ways than one. Yes; she was being held captive, but she did not feel threatened in any way. There was no great urge to get away, it just seemed like a fun and timely thing to do. She could not explain it. She had other things to worry about.
Prize 3 was located in the wrong direction. She had to go out of her way and then swing wide around the back of the house so that Logan would not see her. She was not aware of the tracker in the hood of her jacket. When she was about a half mile from the lodge, she sat down and carefully entered her new cache coordinate and the waymarks she would need to get there. Now things would get serious. She was able to follow the established trails for a while, but eventually, she had to head cross-country. The going got a bit rougher but still doable.
=========================================
It was several hours later when Logan decided to check Sherry's progress. He figured that she should be getting back by now. The AirTag location popped right up. She was almost three miles away and it was obvious that she was not going for the cache. From the map location, he knew that it would not be possible to use the SUV to track her down. Any attempt to catch her now would just be a wasted effort. He leaned back in his chair. He was confused. He didn't know if he was mad because she left, or proud because she felt brave enough to attempt it. Was he sad, mad, or glad?
He could not follow her. The best that he could do was to anticipate where she was going and beat her there. It was easy to see where she was going from the satellite maps. It was a bit harder to determine how long it was going to take her to get there. He got a fresh cup of coffee and started to work on his problem.
=========================================
Sherry was making better time than she thought she would. Unfortunately, it would still require her to stay overnight in the woods. If everything went well she should reach the highway by mid-morning. She made a few planning mistakes. She didn't bring enough water or toilet paper, but the big problem is that she did not bring any matches or anything to start a fire with. The thermal blanket was a godsend. It was still a cold and uncomfortable night, but she survived. She was glad that she brought plenty of snacks. In a few hours, she would be back to civilization.
=========================================
It took two hours for Hickman to arrive at the lodge. Hickman was Logan's contact point in the real world; a retired Air Force Master Sergeant. Logan paid him well and in return, Hickman did his job well. In addition to delivering all the supplies for the lodge, he made sure that the propane and nitrogen tanks were always full. He also took care of Logan's mail and other requirements. The evening boat ride was cool, but they got to split a rack of ribs to recover. Logan spent the night at Hickman's and was on the road early the next morning. It took him two hours to drive around the mountains to reach Sherry's anticipated extraction point. His laptop was charged up and it only took a few moments to pull up her AirTag. She was still about a mile from the highway. He found a place about a half mile East where he could pull off the road without being seen.
There was steady, but light traffic on the highway; with more commercial vehicles than private cars. The Air/tag was getting closer and about thirty minutes later he spotted her blue jacket on the roadside. The first two cars passed her by without even slowing down. The third was a fully loaded timber truck. She had to jog down the road a bit to reach it.
There did not seem to be anything that Logan could do to make this all turn out right. His first impulse was to pick her up and take her back. He quickly rejected that option. Now that she had a ride, he felt obligated to follow and make sure she was safe. About thirty minutes later they finally reached a lightly civilized area. The big rig pulled over in front of the Madison County Medical Center. Sherry waved goodbye to her benefactor and entered the building. Logan breathed a sigh of relief and started a slow drive back to the lodge.
He made a mistake. A big mistake.
=========================================
Logan stayed with Hickman for the next two days. Hickman had beer and Hickman had the hard stuff. Logan was not a professional drinker so he did not handle it well. By the second day, the miraculous reappearance of Sherry Barr was the hot national news. Within hours she had been transported back to LA. It was hard to tell who was after her the most: the media, the different level police agencies, or the internet. Logan found it particularly interesting that she was talking about being gone for five months, and never really said anything. He cringed when she said the word 'Kernow' during one of the interviews, but it never went further than that. She used the words 'spa' and 'rehab' several times without clarifying anything.
"What are you smiling about, boss?" Hickman was afraid that Logan was going to have a problem, but instead, he seemed to be amused.
"She's blowing smoke, Sarge. She is putting on a hell of a show, but it is all bull shit. I think we are going to be Okay."
"What does that mean?"
"It means we are going to go back to the lodge; clean it all up, and get ready for our next guest."
"Don't you think that you might be rushing it a bit?"
"Maybe! You might be right. How about we take a couple of months off and do a little fishing? We still have to clean out the lodge first."
"Err, boss. I don't want to be pushy, but I think a week or so at Tahoe or Reno would be a nice little distraction." Hickman gave him a little shrug and a small smile.
"You got it!"
"And then do a little fishing?"
"Don't push it!"
=========================================
Sherry was overwhelmed with lawyers, agents, police officials, and the media. Claiming excessive stress from the ordeal she was able to get herself admitted to a medical retreat, near Palm Springs, which also included privacy. Her lawyers were able to find a facility that also specialized in bariatric surgery. She was not looking forward to any more isolation, but this had to be done. It also gave her time to do some planning. First, she had to locate Angel and Maggie. Guess what she found with Google; Satellite Views. Things were looking good.
Her skin problems were not as bad as anticipated. She had more skin elasticity than she had thought but still would benefit from some selective removal. It was also a bit more painful than she had thought it would be.
She kept in touch with her lawyer, her agent, and, her parents. Her parents flew in from Sydney, Iowa but could only stay a few days. They were not that close. Things took an interesting change a week later. A mysterious lady, named Estelle Desser, had contacted her agent, left her phone number, and told her to tell Sherry that she had also been to Kernow.
========================================
The first three times Sherry called the number she got no answer. She did not leave a message. The fourth time it worked.
"Hello! Ms Desser. This is Sherry Barr. I am, so to speak, returning your call."
"Yes. I thought that we should speak." "Are you a reporter or a journalist Ms Dresser?"
"No! Please call me Estelle. I am just another woman who got to spend some time with Logan. I thought that you might be interested."
"Why didn't anybody know about this before? I never mentioned Logan. How did you know about him?"
"You mentioned 'Kernow'. We both know that Logan is 'Kernow', don't we? No one knows about me, because I was not a public figure like you and Angel and Maggie. I was just an average person that needed help and Logan found me. The media had no interest in me."
"What do you want?"
"From your interviews and articles, I sense that you have a rapport with Logan that you don't wish to destroy. I feel that Angel and Maggie do too. I'd like to help if I could. I owe it to Logan."
"Why was Logan helping you?"
"I'd rather not say. Could you send me an e-mail address so that we can keep in touch? Please let me help in some way. I have to go now. Thank you for calling." She seemed to end the call abruptly and curtly.
=========================================
Three months later, Maggie, Angel, and Sherry decided to meet in Taos, New Mexico. Sherry had made an extra effort to keep it low-key so there would be no media attention. They each arrived incognito and did not contact each other until the time of the meeting. It was a small private room with coffee and light snacks.
All three of them arrived at about the same time. After a few minutes of introductions and greetings, they sat down. Sherry had sort of set herself up as moderator and the other two had no trouble accepting that arrangement. Although privacy had been assured before they could get started, a fourth person entered the room.



She was short; maybe five foot. She appeared to be about sixty years old. There was nothing about her that could be described as outstanding. Naturally gray hair and wire glasses seemed to fit her. Her clothing was plain and common. In a crowd, she would be invisible.
"Can we help you?" Angel took it upon herself to clear the air.
"Not really! I am here to help you." The three of them immediately perked up.
"Who are you?" Sherry chimed in.
"I am Estelle. Estelle Dresser. We talked a few months ago when you were in Palm Springs. Do you remember?"
"Yes! Yes, I do remember. You claimed that you were also one of Logan's guests."
"I was his first. Things were a little rough at that time. I assume that he got most of the kinks worked out before you ladies got your invitations. You can thank me for that."
Maggie offered Estelle a seat and got her a cup of coffee.
"How long were you there?" Angel asked.
Estelle let out a small sigh. "I was there four months before he decided that he couldn't help me. He took me back to San Francisco and left me with a small trust fund; enough to keep myself comfortable."
"He couldn't help you!".Maggie seemed a bit upset. "Why were you there at all?"
"It is difficult to explain. Not quite as straightforward as it was with you ladies."
Angel jumped in. "Cut the crap, Estelle. Why did Logan take you to Kernow? What the hell was he trying to do for you?"
Estelle took a sip of coffee and let out a big sigh. "I kill people!"
"What?" The reply was unanimous.
"I spent three years in San Francisco killing people. Not just common people, but people who needed killing." Angel motioned with her hand for Estelle to keep talking.
I killed people with terminal illnesses. I helped when they were turned down for euthanasia. Sometimes it was necessary for..."
"STOP! Just stop! I don't want to hear anymore." Maggie interrupted. "Just sit down. Can we get something to drink with a little kick to it? I am afraid that it is going to be a long day."
Sherry had the map coordinates, so they knew exactly where Kernow was located. Angel had gotten the registration number off of the supply boat. She was able to track that back to Hickman. From there it was easy to figure out where he lived and where the boat came from. Maggie had contacts who could provide them with a small seaplane to make it easier to get there. Money was no problem.
The rest of the day was spent planning and getting things coordinated. It was well into the evening until they had everything finalized.
Now for the implementation. Although it was originally going to be just the three of them, they agreed to include Estelle.
It wasn't revenge; it was just closure.
=========================================
It was always crowded this time of day at the Seattle Starbucks on University Street. Most of the patrons were staring at the overhead TV monitor. "Authorities are still looking into the grizzly murder scene discovered this weekend at a remote lodge in Southeast Oregon. Three female celebrities and two unidentified men were found dead Sunday morning. Actress Angel Torres, author Maggie Copeland, and singer Sherry Barr, along with the men were discovered after an anonymous tip. It appears that they had all been poisoned, except for Ms Barr, who had been shot in the head."
One of the observers casually commented; "Why would they poison four of them and then shoot one?"
A little old lady who was just leaving the shop paused and turned. "Because the damn bitch wouldn't drink the coffee."
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This is a repost of a 2009 story that has been edited.
*
It was a great picnic I just wasn't having a lot of fun. Every year the head of our company had a gathering at his home for all the employees. There was lots of food and drinks and fun for the kids. The guys I worked with were gathered around one table and the wives were sitting together at other tables. I just wasn't in a party mood I guess.
My name is Marty Sanders and I have been with the same company for ten years. I married my wife Marcie right after we finished college. It was a typical romance and getting married just felt like the natural thing to do. I wanted lots of kids but Marcie wasn't interested in being a mother. I thought everything was fine with our relationship until a few weeks ago when I started noticing the signs. At first, I thought I was imagining things and tried to stay cool about it. The little things that were bothering me did not go away and I finally decided I had to verify her infidelity or put it aside.
It just seemed like Wednesdays were significant so that was my target date for checking things out. I went to work as usual that morning but before leaving I placed my GPS on the back floor of Marcie's Beemer. I turned the auto shutdown off and put in fresh batteries that would hold for a minimum of 14 hours. Work went as normal except I left a few hours early and swung by the house. Her car was there so I parked down the street and went back and retrieved the GPS from the backseat. It worked perfectly. She had left the house and I had a nice track to exactly where she went. I set the unit on the center console and took off on my treasure hunt. About twenty minutes later I found myself in the Airport Holiday Inn parking lot.
The counter guy at the hotel seemed friendly enough and I mentioned that my wife had been there earlier at a business meeting and left a pair of expensive sunglasses in the room. I asked if he could check the lost and found but I didn't know the room number. Taking a long shot I gave him her name and asked which room she had rented. I got a weird look and a small smile from him as he checked the computer. He said she had room 417 and checked out about 2 PM. The room hadn't been cleaned yet but I could check with the maid that was doing that floor. I thanked him with a twenty and went looking for the maid.
The maid was as agreeable as the desk clerk and another twenty got me in with no problem. Nothing much exciting in the room except dirty sheets, wet towels, and three used condoms in the trash can. I took the condoms in one of the tumbler wrappers and went back down to the lobby.
I was glad that the clerk was friendly and decided to try another long shot. I pushed a C note across the counter and asked if I could get a copy of the surveillance tape for that floor. He didn't make a copy. He just gave me the original and popped a new tape in the recorder. I thanked him, he smiled a knowing smile and I was on my way home.
At home everything was normal. Of course, I said nothing and she did not indicate that anything had happened. I was tempted to make some cutesy inquiries but decided against it. I wasn't ready to tip my hat yet. In my mind, I was busy planning my next step. After Marcie turned in I quietly played the surveillance tape and now I knew who the guy was. I checked the credit card files in the den before turning in. The Master Card bills for the last three months were missing. Marcie usually pays the household bills and after making the Master Card payments she destroyed the bills so I had no record of the room rentals.
I went to work as normal the next day. The center of Marcie's affections was Kevin Chapman. He was a middle manager in the company and appeared to be an OK guy. I was able to pull up his personnel records and soon knew everything there was to know about him. I didn't know how or where they met and really didn't care. I only wanted to get it over with. Kevin was married and had two small children. His wife, Janet, was short and had dark hair. She was a little on the chunky side but still had a nice shape. I had seen her at a few company functions and found her to be attractive even though she didn't fit the mold of a beauty queen.
Cassie, my secretary was a little suspicious of my investigations and with an impish grim offered me whatever help I might need. It is hard to keep secrets from good secretaries. I asked her to see if she could get copies of my wife's Master Card bills and a call log of my wife's cell phone for the last three months. I got the feeling everybody in the company knew what was going on but me. Later that day I found a business card on my desk for a female divorce lawyer. I don't know where it came from but I put it in my pocket for future reference.
At home that night everything was normal. I mentioned the company picnic on Saturday and she said she was looking forward to it. We went to bed at separate times as usual and there was no sex, as usual.
Friday was a slow day at work. The high point of the day was that Cassie had the Master Card records and Marcie's cell phone log. She also had a copy of Kevin's cell phone log. I had never mentioned his name to her. I felt like a cuckold. Before the end of the day, Cassie sat down and said that I should make an effort to talk to Janet Chapman at the picnic if possible and also to try and talk with Jake Williamson, the company CEO. She winked as if to say everything was going to be OK.
That night I sat and watched TV alone while Marcie read a book. The wheels were turning. It was time to do something.
Which brings us back to the picnic. The beer was flowing and everybody was having a great time, but me. Bob Sever, a close working friend, started ribbing me about being a party pooper. I tried to joke it off with little success.
"I hope you are in a better mood at next year's picnic Marty" Bob squawked.
"I don't think I'll be at next year's picnic Bob"
That got everyone's attention.
"What is going on Marty, are you leaving the company?" He asked.
"No, I think I will be in jail next year at this time."
There was a mixture of gasps and giggles at that. Everyone at the table was asking for an explanation at the same time. They couldn't tell if I was joking or serious but they were all waiting for an answer.
"Well Bob, somebody in the company has been having sex with my wife and very shortly I intend to kill him, his wife, and his kids. I will not put up with this shit."
There was silence around the table. Kevin was sitting at the far end. I avoided looking directly at him but I could see he was disturbed. Suddenly Bill Thomas chimed in "Well, in that case, Marty can I have your boat?" That got a laugh from most people and took the chill off the conversation.
"Bill the boat is worth over ten grand and you can have it for four thousand."
After a short pause, Bill said, "If you are serious Marty, it's a deal."
"Fine, I'll get it cleaned up for you and you can pick it up tomorrow at about noon. Stan, if you still want those Ping golf clubs you can have them for a hundred bucks, OK."
Stan Franks nodded and said he would pick them up Sunday also. About this time Kevin got up from the table and went to the side of the yard by a bush. I saw him get out his cell phone and hit a speed dial. At the same time, across the yard, Marcie was digging in her purse for her phone. They talked for a few moments and then Marcie saw me looking her way and quickly hung up. By the time Kevin came back to the table I had also sold my truck to a guy in the shipping department. It was turning out to be a good picnic.
I was getting ready to call it a day so I wouldn't put a damper on everyone's fun when I remembered what Cassie said. I walked over toward Jake who was busy with some visiting biggies. I decided I didn't want to interrupt and turned to walk away. Jake grabbed my arm, leaned over, and said, "Don't worry, I got your back." I wasn't sure what he meant but it sounded good.
As I walked over to tell Marcie I was leaving, Janet, with the two tykes, sort of bumped into me. Before I could say anything she quietly blurted out, " We need to talk, I will call you, don't call me."
I told Marcie I was leaving. She could stay and get a ride with someone else or go with me. She left with me. There was no conversation all the way home or after we got there. I felt very satisfied.
I was up bright and early the next day feeling a little confident now. I got the set of golf clubs out and cleaned them up a little for Stan. He got a good buy and he knew it. I washed the truck, threw on a quick wax job, and vacuumed it out. I didn't have to do this but it helped to keep my mind off my problems. The boat was a major project so I saved it for last. I figured I could kill the entire morning getting everything shipshape for Bill. While I was outside keeping busy I could see Marcia burning up the phone lines. I'm sure Kevin and her had a lot to discuss. I wished I had come up with a way to record the phone conversations but then I figured it didn't matter anyhow. Stan picked up the clubs and I went inside and made a sandwich and got a beer. I spent over an hour with Bill explaining the boat wiring and fuel system and loading him up with all the accessories. I made him take all my fishing stuff also. Hell, I wasn't going to have a boat I didn't need the fishing gear.
It was a busy day. After a quick shower, I dressed and asked Marcie if she wanted to go get a bite to eat. She turned me down and offered no excuse. I felt it was interesting that she never once asked about the boat, the truck, or the golf clubs. I got the feeling she was trying to avoid the subject altogether. Fine with me. I had a great meal, went to a local watering hole, and relaxed the rest of the night. Marcie was asleep when I got home and was still in bed when I left for work in the morning.
I stopped at the International House of Pancakes on the way to work. It was something I normally didn't do but I felt frisky. I took my time, read the newspaper, and sauntered into work at about ten am. Everybody appeared to be overly friendly and smiling more than normal. Cassie sort of snickered and got me some coffee I did not need.
"What the hell is going on?" I asked.
"Well, today you are considered to be a celebrity of sorts. Your performance at the picnic has spread all over the company."
"And that is a good thing?"
Cassie smiled. "Kevin was in very early this morning and asked for an immediate transfer. He didn't offer any explanation but mister Williamson had already notified personnel that if he did come in they were to transfer him to the Baltimore office immediately. Kevin cleaned out his desk and was gone within the hour."
"Damn, I didn't think I was that convincing but it is sort of funny."
"Everybody said he looked like a scared rabbit." Said Cassie.
"Did he take his wife and kids with him?" I asked.
"No, he sent them to her folk's place in Maine. I understand she was a little pissed about the whole thing."
"She said she was going to call me and sounded like it was important. I don't know what to do now. I guess I'll just wait."
Things at home were quiet and cold. We conversed only when necessary. Marcie never brought up anything that was going on and neither did I. It was like we were both bending over backwards to avoid the subject. I never went to bed that night, just slept on the couch.
The next day I started closing out the credit cards and bank accounts. I was doing everything possible to separate my financial accounts and hers. I left her one credit card that she had opened in her name alone. I got a thousand dollars in cash and put it in an envelope to give to her when the time came. The checking account and ATM were closed down. The Beemer was in her name but the insurance was in mine. I canceled the insurance. She had her cell phone so there was nothing to do there. Just before lunch, Janet called.
I met Janet and the kids at a nearby McDonald's. It was her choice and a good one with the kids. She was royally pissed because Kevin had insisted she go to Maine to stay with her parents and gave her no explanation. She called Kevin's secretary Monday morning and found out about his transfer. Somehow it came out that I had threatened to kill Kevin, her, and the kids and Kevin made her go to Maine to protect her. Janet thought it was bullshit and packed up and came right back home. She asked me if I was going to kill her and we both snickered. Then the conversation got serious.
"We both know what is going on." She said. "I want to know what hard evidence you have to share and I will tell you what I have. OK?"
I gave her a sincere smile. "I have three months of telephone logs for Marcie's cell phone and Kevin's. I also have the credit card records for the rooms they rented at the Airport Holiday Inn. I have a video of them entering and leaving the room with the time and date. And I have three used condoms. Your turn"
She seemed happy. "I can offer voice recordings of several very vivid phone conversations and I have about forty good photos of the two of them doing what they do best. Don't ask how I got them. I also have an excellent lawyer who is willing to take both cases together if you are agreeable. I left her card on your desk but you didn't call her yet."
I took the card out of my pocket and set it on the table. She smiled again. I actually enjoyed having the kids around and being with Janet was fun, even under these circumstances. We stayed a while till the kids got tired of playing and then went our separate ways. I agreed to meet with the lawyer as long as she was there also. That afternoon she brought an envelope with copies of her stuff to the office and I gave her copies of everything I had. We had an appointment set up with the lawyer the next morning.
The evening at home was uneventful as usual.
The lawyer was good. She had checklists and worksheets for everything. It did not look like we were going to have any problems with the divorce or settlements at all. I asked Janet if she would like to go out for supper that night and she agreed if she could get a sitter for the kids. I didn't mind them coming along but it was her choice.
Marcie said nothing as I dressed for my date. I offered no explanation and just walked out the door. The evening was great. We talked about everything but the divorce. She was fun to be with. I had her home early and couldn't resist giving her a peck on the cheek at the door. Marcie was in bed when I got home.
I spent the next day getting caught up with all the work I had let slide at the office. Cassie did a great job covering for me but it still had to get done. That evening was my time to bring everything to a close. After supper, I cleared off the kitchen table. I spread some newspaper out and started to clean my old Army 45. Marcie watched for a while and then walked over to the table.
"What the hell are you doing?" she barked.
Without looking up I replied. "I have some unfinished business to take care of in Baltimore."
"What do you mean ' unfinished business'."
"It's personal."
She paced back and forth for a few seconds. "I don't want you to go. You are going to do something stupid and I believe you should think about it."
"I am sorry. I have to do it. Are you afraid I might end up in jail or something?"
She leaned over the table. Her lower lip was quivering in anger. "I don't care what the fuck happens to you. Just don't hurt him! You hear me! Don't hurt him!"
I just sat and looked at her. I was sure now that what I was doing was the right thing.
She sat down and aggressively leaned toward me. "I don't know what it is you think is going on that is causing you to act so nasty but I suggest you cut it out. People are saying that you think I am cheating on you. You have no reason to believe that anything is going on. So quit acting like an asshole."
I pushed the gun over to the side, moved my briefcase in front of me, and opened it. "Here are your cell phone logs for the past three months. Would you like to guess how many calls you made to 'HIM' during that time? This is a copy of his cell phone calls. Guess how many calls a day he made to you."
She sat back a little. "Cell phone calls don't mean shit."
I pushed the cassette tape in front of her. "Here is a recording of several intimate phone conversations that the two of you had. Would you like to listen to them or do you already know what is on them?" There was no reaction. I put down the credit card records. "You even paid for the hotel rooms. Wow, that was nice of him. Fourteen hotel rooms in three months, I'm impressed. Did his wife know about this? "
She seemed to lose a little of her swagger but she appeared to be getting madder at me.
I pushed the VCR tape across the table. "Here we have a nice video of you and 'HIM' going into the motel room and coming out three hours later, all with time and dates. To top it all off I have forty nice photos of the two of you with your clothes off trying out every sex position in the book." I spread the photos across the table so she could be sure I wasn't lying.
She glanced at the pictures. After a pause, she said "OK, OK, stop it, you are confusing me. I can't think straight when you are attacking me like this."
There was no remorse. There was no sorry. There was no fear. The only emotion still showing was anger.
I put everything into the briefcase including the gun. She sat silent, not moving. I grabbed my coat and started toward the door.
"I am going to a motel for the night. When I get back I expect you and all your things to be gone. If there is anything left of yours I will ship it to you. Your Discover Card is still good but the rest of the credit cards have been cancelled. Here is a thousand dollars in cash. I suggest you use part of it to get auto insurance on your car. If you are gone when I come back I will not have to make my trip to Baltimore. I do not want to see you in or near this house again. Do you understand?"
I laid the envelope with the cash on the table.
"Where the hell am I supposed to go?" she shouted.
"Baltimore is nice this time of year." I snickered on the way out.
Janet and I had lunch the next day. I insisted she bring the kids this time. I enjoyed having them around even though they weren't mine. I told her about the events that occurred the night before. She was trying not to be judgmental but considering the situation and her involvement, it was difficult. After lunch, I drove by the house to make sure Marcie was gone. She did a good job moving out and left everything neat and clean. It was hard to tell she ever lived there at all. Later I called the landlord from work and told him I would be moving out at the end of the month. It was OK. I didn't need a big house by myself. I started looking for apartments in the paper.
When I arrived at work the next day, Cassie told me Marcie had moved in with Kevin. I didn't ask how she knew this but I was curious. The lawyer called later to let me know the papers for both divorces were ready and would be delivered together on Saturday morning by messenger. The divorce would be final in ninety days and she was expecting no problems.
Cassie told me that I was being ordered to take ten days' vacation as she put a travel agency folder down in front of me. It held four airline tickets to Orlando, a week's stay at a park hotel, and tickets to the park for the entire week. It was all Complements of Jake Williamson.
Three months later the divorce was final. I moved in with Janet and life was great. A week later Kevin was let go. He had alimony payments, child support payments, car payments, and no job. Marcie had gone to work in the meanwhile. Somebody took her Beemer for a joy ride and trashed it. She didn't have any insurance. Shortly thereafter Kevin left to get a job in Dallas and forgot to tell Marcie where he was. Good luck to both of them.
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Keto Solution
Three important events shaped my life. The first was when I realized that I was no longer able to meet my obligations as a husband. The second was when I had a mild stroke and the third was when my wife of thirty years informed me that she was taking a lover.
Sarah and I were married shortly after we graduated from high school. Yes, we were teen sweethearts and went through all the typical trials and tribulations that young married couples endure. Our son was in the Air Force now, and our daughter married and moved to Oregon. I worked for the city Parks Department and Sarah was, and had always been, a housewife; her choice.
Our sex life had always been good. I have no point of reference to make that statement, I just assumed it. It picked up slightly when the kids left home, and we were both a bit upbeat about that. That was about the time the little problem showed up.
"John, don't worry about it. It happens to everyone, especially when they get older." My wife was trying her best to comfort me.
"I am not old, damn it. I am not even fifty yet. Guys don't have this problem until they get over sixty."
"Maybe it is just temporary. You could cut back on the beer, or maybe lose a little weight. A gym membership might make a difference."
"You're right! I don't think cutting back on the beer would help, but I could stand to lose a little weight, especially around the middle. I'll check out some of the local gyms. Planet Fitness ain't that expensive."
"Don't worry about the cost, John. Hell, I might like to join too. I would like to lose a few pounds myself. Look into a family membership or something like that."
"That's a start. I think I will go see Doc Curry also. It might be something; maybe something treatable."
===================================
Doctor Curry thought the whole thing was a bit humorous. Especially since I was so worried about it. There was nothing physically wrong with me. He agreed that I could afford to lose a little weight, but was hesitant to recommend any particular diet. He felt that any of them would work if you stuck with it. He said the same thing about the exercise. Pick something and stick with it. Just do something. He handed me a prescription when I left. I didn't know what it was until I got to the pharmacy.
Sildenafil 100mg 30 90days 3 refills
Yes, I knew what sildenafil was, and yes I did think it was a bit humorous. The next weeks would be interesting.
===================================
Sarah was very enthused about the Viagra. She immediately started figuring out how we could stretch out thirty pills to last ninety days. I don't know how Doc Curry came up with that amount. She was so anxious to try them out that we skipped supper that night.
When I got home from work the next day, Sarah had all sorts of information spread out on the dining room table. We usually ate in the kitchen. She was proud of the research that she did on diets. After several hours, we decided that we would start on the Keto diet and see how that worked out. I also gave her her own Planet Fitness membership card. We got two individual memberships, rather than a family one.
==========================================
Everything was great for the next two years. Both of us lost over thirty pounds. We adapted to the Keto lifestyle very quickly and since we were both on it, there were very few dietary conflicts. At the gym, I was doing 3000 meters on the rowing machine every day and Sarah used the treadmill three days a week and ran outside the other four. Doc Curry increased our prescription to 45 per month. Sarah was happy, so I was happy.
And then I started to notice a few exercise problems. It came on so gradually that it was hard to notice. Sort of like boiling a frog, I guess. Doc Curry set me up for some special heart evaluation testing.
"So Doc, what's the verdict?"
"John. You had a mild stroke. Nothing serious, but something that we should watch for a while. First, I want you to cut back at the gym. Less cardio and strength training and more stretching and flexibility exercises. Don't let your heart rate get over 100. The second thing you have to do is stop the Viagra for at least six months." He smiled when he heard me groan.
"I don't have to give up the Viagra?"
"No! Just stop for about six months. You should be able to start up again with no problems. Can you handle that?"
"Yeah, but I don't think Sarah can. She is not going to be happy."
====================================
Sarah was comforting and concerned about the stroke, but she was not nearly as upset as I thought she would be about the Viagra restriction. I thought that that was interesting. I never mentioned the six months.
Over the last few months or so her exercise routine was drifting away from the gym. She was spending more time on long-distance running. A few 3K runs soon became 5k runs, and lately, she has been doing some 10k races. It was something that she did on her own. I had no interest in running and she always seemed to have other runners available to travel with. I hardly noticed that the frequency of overnight trips had been increasing over the last six months.
As our sex life died, her running endeavors increased.
Five months have passed. The Sunday paper brought things out into the open.
"Sarah, why didn't you tell me about winning that Pocono race last week?" My loving wife looked at me cautiously over her coffee cup.
"I'm sorry, John. I didn't think that it was that important. Why did you ask?"
"I asked because there is a picture of you in the Sunday paper getting a medal with some guy up in the Poconos. Who the hell is Frank Contino?" Sarah put her coffee cup down and rearranged herself in the kitchen chair. She was a bit uncomfortable.
"Frank is one of my running mates. We started working out together about a year ago. I am sure I mentioned him before."
"No, you didn't. You did mention Sally Brand and Jill Armstrong, but you never mentioned anyone named Frank."
"Does Frank go on many of these trips?" She didn't answer.
"I repeat, does Frank go on many of these trips?"
Sarah stood up and took her coffee mug to the sink. "Frank is the head of our running group. He goes to all of the meets and events."
She was staring out the kitchen window as she said this.
Neither one of us said anything for several moments.
"I am going for a walk. I'll be back by lunchtime. I expect you to have a damn good explanation when I get back. I have suspected something for some time, but could not believe that it could be true. I will also have some questions. If you lie, either straight forward or by omission, I will know."
"John! It's no big deal. It just happened."
"Wait until I get back."
I walked and I walked and I didn't get back until after supper.
====================================
It wasn't much of a discussion. She admitted to having an affair with Frank Contino and told me that she was going to continue to meet with him. She was careful not to throw too many stones or burn too many bridges, but for all practical purposes, the marriage was over. She had been seeing him for over a year. He had a small cabin cruiser on Lake Wallenpaupack and they spent many days and weekends there instead of going to race events. The races provided her with the excuses she needed to be with him.
I moved into the guest room. I saw a lawyer and got the dismal report of my future. I still worked and paid the bills. She still cooked and kept the house. There were no conversations, and discussions were only as necessary. I quit the gym. She started openly dating. We existed that way for several months. The initial tension between us disappeared. We became platonic. There was no hatred or animosity. We just functioned together. Our children knew nothing of our situation.
Although we were no longer having sex and I was no longer taking Viagra, I did notice one day that the amount of pills in the container seemed to have gone down a bit. I had still been getting the prescription filled, but I was no longer using them, so the supply should have gone up not down. I guess my wife's lover was getting an extra boost at my expense.
Saturday was a yard work day for me and a sailing day for my wife. I was enjoying a cup of coffee and she was packing a lunch for their outing. I happened to notice that she was making potato salad. Now we haven't had potato salad since we went on Keto three years ago.
"I see that you went off your diet. There is a whole day of carbs in that potato salad."
"No! I am still full Keto. Frank, however, loves potato salad. I have plenty of no-carb goodies to keep me happy."
"It is nice of you to provide the lunch."
"Frank brings the beer and wine. Don't be snarky, John. It doesn't become you."
"Sorry. That wasn't my intent. Have a fun day."
Sarah started upstairs to dress for her day, and I went to my room and got my bottle of Viagra. It was good that she took long showers because I had trouble grinding up the pills so that they would be fine enough not to be detected. I had no idea how many I needed, so I settled on six. I was assuming that he would be the only one eating the potato salad. The bottle went back into my medicine cabinet in case she went looking for it.
The lawn got mowed, the sidewalks edged and the hedges clipped. It took all day. I was relaxing on the patio when I got the call.
"John! John, are you there?"
"Yes Sarah, I am here. I just finished with all the yard work. What do you want?"
"I am at the Wayne Memorial Hospital in Honesdale. Frank had a heart attack while we were out on the boat. They have to keep him here a few days and I have no way to get home. His car is still up at the lake. Can you come and pick me up?"
"Damn, Sarah! Sorry to hear about that. Is he going to be Okay?"
"I don't know. I think so. I am sort of confused right now. Can you come get me?"
"Sure! It will take me about three hours to get there. I'll call when I get close."
====================================
The EMT driver at the hospital was able to give the location of the boat and the possible location of the car. I didn't really care about the car, but I did want to get the picnic basket off of the boat.
Two hours later we were home. There was very little discussion on the trip back.
Sunday, I was busy making plans, while Sarah sat on the back porch looking at the sky. I made a couple of light meals for her, but she was not interested. I quietly loaded the car up with everything that I wanted to take with me. The internet made it easy to close out accounts and move money. Monday morning, I quit work and had our lawyer prepare all the necessary paperwork. I gave her the house and half of everything else. That afternoon I was gone. I never went back to the house.
There are ten fitness centers located at The Villages. I think I am going to enjoy it here. Now where did I put those little blue pills?
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MSM Mother's Club
There is no sex in this story. Sorry!
"Good morning, Ms Conrad. You are looking quite chipper this morning."
"Don't be a smart ass, Paula, it doesn't suit you. What is on the agenda?"
"Other than your luncheon today, nothing at all. Edgar Cayce Junior High School will be officially closed for the year at the end of this week. The staff has everything under control."
"That is nice to know. Now if I could only get this scholarship problem straightened out for Britney, I might be able to relax finally."
"I thought you had that all under control."
"I got the first year covered and half of the second. Damn, why did she have to pick Princeton? We can still get the needed loans, but I would rather pick up a few grants someplace."
"Any new ideas?"
"Capshaw Industries has some great grants available, unfortunately, they are only available for employees and families. I have an appointment with their human resources department this afternoon, after my luncheon."
"Pardon me, but I don't understand. You're not a Capshaw employee and your name isn't Capshaw. How the hell are you going to swing that?"
"I don't know yet. It is a long shot."
"Anything special for the luncheon today?"
"Well, it is sort of special. All three of us are celebrating our daughter's high school graduations. It will be interesting to compare how things turned out for us. It is sort of amazing that we all remained unmarried."
"Well Ms Barbara, I think it is great that you all kept in touch for eighteen years."
"Enough chi-chat. We still have a lot of crap to get cleared up before noon. Hop to it, Paula."
===============================
Janet and Linda were already seated when Barbara arrived at the tea room. It was a bit pricey for lunch, but it was only once a year.
As Barbara sat down, Janet couldn't help herself. "Hear Ye! Hear Ye! The annual meeting of the MSM Mother's Club is now in session."
Mount Saint Michael's was a home for unwed mothers located in the middle of nowhere, Pennsylvania. Janet Vogel, Linda Compton, and Barbara Conrad all happened to be reluctant residents at the same time. They became fast friends and staged an unappreciated mini-revolt when they each refused to give up their offspring for adoption as agreed upon. After the birth of their baby girls, they each went their separate ways, but always kept in touch and always attended their annual luncheon. None of them had married.
"Janet, why don't you go first? We are anxious to hear about your move to the Internet." Barbara always seemed to take command of any situation.
"It is going better than expected. The bookstore was dying a slow death. I just can't compete with Amazon online. I am specializing in first editions and rare copies of older books. I sort of shifted over from selling to readers to selling to collectors. Being online also makes it a lot easier to get items to sell. My biggest problem right now is getting the Post Office to work with me. The old book rate postage has disappeared for all practical purposes. But I am working it out."
Linda leaned over and gave Janet a fist bump. "You go, girl! It is nice to see you moving ahead rather than just giving in. I am envious."
Barbara interrupted. "You have nothing to be envious about, Linda. I understand that your medical billing business is going great guns. How many people did you have to add on?"
"There are only two, plus me. Having three of us means that we can each get a little time off if necessary. It's a great little job for single moms. They appreciate the work and I appreciate the help."
"Now, I am the envious one. You two call your own shots. I am stuck working in the public sector. I am swamped with government rules and regulations, union demands, and helicopter parents. The way that the PC people are carrying on nowadays, I am afraid to say or do anything that might remotely offend anybody. It is an almost impossible task."
Barbara stopped momentarily as the server started putting out the lunches. They each began picking at their plates when Linda started the conversation again.
"Barbara, how are the Princeton plans coming?"
"Slow! I have the first year covered and a bit more, but after that, it looks like we will have to go for the student loan programs. I have a meeting this afternoon with a local company that has some grants available. I don't know if I can qualify, but I have to give it a try. I have an ace in the hole, but I hate to play it."
"Okay, girl! Explain that. It sounds a bit snarky to me." Linda was snickering a bit as she said it.
"It's no big deal. The son of the company president is a sort of old boyfriend of mine. I just thought that I would mention it. I know it's a long shot, but I don't have anything to lose."
Now Janet was giggling. "What the hell is a 'sort of old boyfriend?'"
Barbara ignored her comment.
After a short flurry of food consumption, Barbara jumped in again. "How are things coming with Moira's college plans? The last I heard, Janet, you were looking for a small private college instead of something bigger."
"We have decided on Steinbeck College in Jessip. It is private, very conservative, and has some good scholarship programs. They also have a very nice collection of Old English literature. I actually sold them several books and a couple of manuscripts over the last few years. That is how I found out about them. They do keep a very low profile and concentrate on education, not extracurricular activities. There are no sports teams. Moria is very excited about it."
"Does it look good?"
"About like your situation. I got the first two years covered, but after that, I will have to play it by ear."
The lunch plates were cleared and the waiter brought out a small fruit platter.
"No college in our plans, but I do have some good news." Linda had their attention.
"As you both know, Patte's heart problem has kept her from attending regular school, but she did get her home-schooling diploma. I don't know what the future will bring as far as education is concerned, but we have good medical news. There is a small clinic in Aurora, Colorado that has been doing arthroscopic heart surgery for exactly the problem that Patte has. It has been very successful. The doctors here have verified that she is a viable candidate, so we are driving out there this weekend. Patte can't fly."
"Well, that is great news. Can we do anything to help?"
"Thanks for the offer Barbara, but we have everything under control."
The waiter brought the last coffee refill. It was odd that they were lunching at a tea room and they all drank coffee.
Linda couldn't contain herself any longer. "Okay! Now I want to hear about the important stuff. What is going on as far as romance is concerned?"
Barbara and Janet sat still for a moment and then both of them started laughing.
"I assume that means that both of you are doing as well as I am." Linda moaned.
"Excuse me. Are any of you young ladies interested in having your fortunes told? This is a tea room you know?" She was old. At least sixty. She wasn't dressed like a gypsy fortuneteller. Her hair was gray but in a ponytail.
"We haven't had any tea." Barbara explained.
"No problem. I also read palms. Ten dollars and I guarantee satisfaction."
"Is that ten dollars each?"
"Of course."
"I'll tell you what. I will give you ten dollars for all three of us." Barbara was smiling, but not in a snarly way.
She pulled up a chair and after taking her fee, had them put their hands on the table, palms up. As she hemmed and hawed the girls all smiled. At last, she looked up and smiled.
"You will be married before the end of the summer."
"What!" they all said in unison.
"You will be married before the end of the summer." she repeated.
Janet leaned in and said, "Which of us will be married?"
"You only paid for one reading. You figure it out." She smiled and slowly walked across the room.
The girls were still laughing as they left the tea room. It was ten dollars well spent.
==============================
Capshaw Industrial headquarters was a massive impressive building. It took Barbara almost an hour to get to King of Prussia. Since she had an appointment, she was sent directly to the HR department. Ten minutes later the interview started.
"Good afternoon. My name is Marsha Williams. I understand you are here about the scholarship programs?"
"My daughter, Britney, has been accepted to Princeton, but things are a bit tight, money-wise, and we were hoping that we could get some sort of assistance. I was hoping for a grant so that we would not have to take out any loans."
"Our employee scholarship programs have been closed for this year. Are you applying for next year?"
"No! We won't need it until next year, but I like to plan ahead. Just to clarify things, I am not an employee."
"I don't understand."
"It is difficult to explain. I have never mentioned it to anyone else and I would like to keep it quiet. Carson Capshaw is the father of my daughter. I was hoping that we could get the assistance as a family member, not as an employee."
Marsha Williams leaned back in her chair and smiled. She didn't say anything.
"I'm sorry did I say something funny?"
Barbara was a bit miffed."Yes. You sure did."
"Care to explain?
"Mrs.Conrad, we have between eight and ten women a year come here and claim that Carson Capshaw is the father of their child. Each and every one turns out to be false. You are different from them only in the fact that you ask for scholarship money rather than just cash."
"It's not Mrs. I have never married. It seems that I wasted your time and mine. I did put together a small folder that includes her academic achievements, extracurricular activities, and a copy of her acceptance letter from Princeton. Just as a point of interest, I included a copy of her DNA. I am leaving it with you, to add to your stack of other rejected women."
As Barbara stood up to leave she turned again to Marsha Williams. "Just for the record, I have never asked for any money from Carson Capshaw, I never wanted any money from Carson Capshaw, and I never will ask for any money from Carson Capshaw. I am sorry that he will not be able to support his daughter. That is his loss."
=============================
"It's been four days since you went to King of Prussia about the scholarship. Do you think you will have better results with Britney's guidance counselor today? "
"I don't have a whole lot of confidence, Paula. All we can do is hope that something new has come up. If not, we will have to go for the Pell grants or some loans." Britney and I are meeting with her guidance counselor at ten O'clock. Hopefully, she will have some good news."
"Don't mind me for asking, but what was the problem at Capshaw?"
"It was employees or family only. I guess we didn't qualify."
"Why did you think you would?"
Barbara hesitated and Paula noticed it. "I'm sorry. Not my business boss. Good luck at the meeting."
==============================
Peggy Parsons got out of her seat as Barbara and Britney entered the guidance counselor's office. She seemed excited for a change.
"At last we have some good news. I don't know how you did it Barbara but it sure was a pleasant surprise."
As they sat down Barbara couldn't help herself. "What the hell are you talking about? I didn't do anything, but strike out again."
"Looks like a home run to me."
Peggy slides a folder across the table. "Effective yesterday, Britney has a full prepaid four-year scholarship to Princeton with the option of a two-year extension, if she decides to go to graduate school. All lab fees and books are covered and a generous expense fund has been set up. It does not include dorm fees, because a condo within walking distance of the campus has also been obtained, including a car. She has the choice of being on the food plan or not."
Britney and Barbara just sat there, stunned.
Peggy started laughing. "If you don't have any questions, I sure do."
"Capshaw?" Barbara was able to ask. Peggy just nodded.
"Did they include any explanation at all?"
"It came straight from Princeton. Nothing more than what you have in front of you. Any questions are to be addressed to Marsha Williams in the Capshaw human resources office. That's the only indication I have that Capshaw was involved at all."
Britney leaned over and faced her mother. "Mom, what the hell is going on? Something is not right."
"First of all, watch your language. I think I understand, but you have to bear with me a bit. This is not easy to explain."
"Is it legit or is it some kind of joke or scam?"
"No, it is no joke. The offer is valid. I just wasn't expecting it. I was hoping, but still felt it was a long shot."
"Well, Barbara. I am with Britney on this one. Spill it! What is going on?" Peggy was leaning back in her chair.
Barbara reached into her briefcase, pulled out a magazine, and placed it on the desktop.
"Okay! What does a year-old Sports Illustrated magazine have to do with Britney's scholarship?" Peggy was now leaning forward in her chair.
"Go to page forty-one."
"It is about this year's America's Cup race that is being held in Australia. How does this relate?"
"Look at the closeup picture of the American Crew. Who is this year's skipper?"
Peggy flips over to the next page. "It's Carson Capshaw. Okay, I see a connection, but I still don't understand."
Britney and Peggy both were staring intensely at Barbara.
"Carson Capshaw is Britney's biological father."
After several seconds of absolute quiet Britney looked at her mother. "Is this some sort of a joke?"
Barbara did not respond.
"Mom, if you knew who my father was, why didn't you tell me?"
"You were busy finishing up your senior year and getting all the college stuff together. I thought that if I told you it would be too disruptive."
"That dog don't hunt!"
"It's the best I can do. I was afraid to tell you."
"How do I know it is even true?"
"Why do you think you got that scholarship? I included a copy of your DNA with the application. It appears that they checked it out. Carson Capshaw is your father."
Peggy was just shaking her head. "Carson Capshaw is one of the top ten unmarried bachelors in the country. GQ magazine rated him as America's most sexy man. I can't believe that you actually had sex with him. How could you keep something like that a secret?"
"I didn't keep it a secret. I didn't even know his name. I only knew him as 'C.C.'. Like I said, I just figured it out a few months ago. If you look closely at that magazine picture you can see a tattoo on his left arm. He had just gotten that, the day that I met him and it was still a bit sore. I put Neosporin on it. That is how I knew it was him."
"It looks like a chess piece; a horseman."
"Mom. What are we going to do?"
"I guess we will take the scholarship and be thankful. I am just hoping that there will be no repercussions arising from this. Peggy, are there any gotchas in this offer?"
"None that I could see. You would be foolish not to take advantage of it. Do you want me to follow up on it?"
"No! I need a couple of days to absorb all of this. I wonder what happens to all the money that I already paid? I'll figure that out later."
Britney was studying the magazine picture. "He is sort of good-looking. Great choice Mom."
"Details Barbara! I want details. " Peggy couldn't help smiling.
"Okay! Okay! It was a music festival in Bucks County; something like a Lollapalooza or Bonnaroo. It started raining and I got caught in it. I was soaking wet and had no idea where I was. The crowd was enormous. Your father had a small personal tent and saw my dilemma. He waved me over and I squeezed into the tent. We spent the first few minutes just laughing at my problem, and then he took a towel and started wiping the mud off of my feet. It rained all day. We shared his sleeping bag that night and most of the next morning. That's all you get."
"Geeze, Mom! I'm impressed. We are going to have to discuss my dating restrictions when we get home. Britney was grinning ear to ear.
They left on a happy note, but Barbara had a few reservations about the whole scholarship thing.
===================================================
They had lunch at Olive Garden, and Britney was merciless. Barbara took it like a true veteran. The questions were endless and expected, but she had no answers for almost all of them. Both Mom and daughter were anxious about the possibility of meeting him, due to his social status. Barbara dropped Britney off at home and returned to work.
Paula was anxiously waiting for her when she got back to the office. "You have a guest. She is waiting in your office. I tried to stop her."
"Who is it?"
"She said her name was Bernice Capshaw. That is all I could get out of her. Why do you have that weird expression? Do you know her?"
"We've never met, but I think she might be Britney's grandmother." Barbara hurried into the room before Paula could ask any more questions. Bernice Capshaw was an impressive woman, although a bit matronly. Barbara sat and shuffled a few papers to the side of her desk as if in preparation for something. Neither of them said a word.
"I have been waiting almost twenty years to meet the elusive Baba. Where have you been hiding?"
"Baba died eighteen years ago. An unmarried, unemployed mother can not survive with a name like that. I thought that Barbara would be more appropriate."
"Carson spent well over ten thousand dollars trying to find you. He didn't know your last name and you told him you were from Philadelphia. He never shown that much interest in any girl, before or after he met you."
"We only spent one day together. I figured that I was only a passing fancy for him. I told him that I was from Philly because I wanted to impress him. Nobody is impressed by someone from Reading."
"That must have been some day! Why didn't you tell him you were pregnant?"
"I didn't know his name. He introduced himself as CC and nothing else. I thought about trying to find him for years, but eventually gave up."
"You stayed with your parents while you had the baby?"
"No!" An unpleasant silence permeated the room. Bernice Capshaw sat, quietly waiting for a further explanation.
"My parents arranged for me to go to a home for unwed mothers in upstate Pennsylvania. They offered no help or assistance in any fashion. The baby, Britney, was to be given up for adoption. When it came time, I refused. End of story. Now, what can I do for you, Mrs Capshaw? I have work that I have to get done."
"I am sorry that I upset you, Ms Conrad. It was not my intention and I insure you that it will never happen again. I would like Britney and you to join me for brunch on Sunday at the Chester County County Club. I promise to be on my best behavior."
"We would be happy to. Is 11 okay?" She smiled and nodded.
=================================================
The outback had over a hundred thousand miles on it, but Linda had confidence that it would get them to Denver with no difficulty. The only problem was that she had to do all of the driving herself. Patte didn't drive, but she did attempt to keep her mother from nodding off, by keeping up a line of chit-chat, most of it fairly frivolous. Unfortunately because of her affliction, she also had a habit of falling asleep frequently. Linda, of course, was well aware of this and had adapted to it over the years. It was a cross to bear. Hopefully, this trip will take care of that.
"Mom! I know this is a touchy subject, but now that I have you trapped in the car, you can't avoid it like you usually do. Tell me about my father or should I refer to him as the sperm donor? You did promise full disclosure when I was eighteen and now it is time."



"You are not going to let this go, are you?"
"No! And I don't want the Reader's Digest condensed version. I want to know who, where, and when. I think I can figure out why and what."
"I was in my last year in high school. As you know my parents had both died in a car accident and I was living in Reading, at a facility for children with no parents. Spring break was coming up and a few of the girls from school were talking about trying to get a skiing trip in before it was too late. I thought the conversation was fascinating and enjoyed listening to them. They were talking about doing things that I could only dream about. One thing led to another and in a few days, they had planned a trip to a ski resort called Loveland near Denver. The big problem is that it was a two-day drive and only two of them had driver's licenses. Luckily, I did have mine and they decided that I would have to go with them."
"But you were in an orphan's home?"
"Yes, but we didn't call them that."
"Go on!"
" I had no skis, no boots, and no ski clothing. Of course, I had no money for ski lifts and other fees either. I did have almost a hundred dollars saved, and if I was careful I would be able to feed myself on that. It was money that I had saved for a prom dress. I would be sharing a room with two of the girls. It was sort of funny; I was going on a skiing vacation and planning not to ski."
"Couldn't you have borrowed skis from someone?"
"Probably, but I didn't know how to ski anyhow, so it didn't matter."
"What does this all have to do with my father?"
"I'm getting to that. Oh, look! There is a Chick-fil-A sign. Let's get some lunch."
"No fair. You are trying to delay this again." We got our lunch to go.
"The lodge was just like the ones that you see in the movies. A big stone fireplace dominated the main room. It was a great place for me to relax while the girls were on the slopes. There was a small library and I was sure I would be able to find something to read."
"How were you going to meet my dad if you were not outside?" Patte asked.
"I'll get to that. There were a lot of people there. The second day I met a guy with a broken leg. He was stuck in the lodge just like I was but in a wheelchair. We ended up playing gin rummy most of the first afternoon. He bought me supper and even sprung for dessert. The girls were more interested in talking about my male companion that night than their day skiing."
"And his name was....?"
"His name was Remmy. I am sure that it was short for something, but I never found out what."
"You didn't get pregnant playing gin rummy."
"We spent the next four days together. I was helping him get around with his mobility problem and he was keeping me fed and entertained. We had a great time. He asked me to stay with him on my last night and I just could not refuse. It was a bit awkward for both of us, especially with the cast on his leg. Neither of us knew what we were doing, but we figured it out pretty quickly."
"Sounds more like a 'cute-meet' than a romantic affair." Patte snickered a little.
"Yeah, I guess you're right. Anyhow, I took a ribbing from the girls all the way home. It was worth it. I never got his last name and I never got an address. When I found out that I was preggers, I had no way to tell him."
"What did you do?"
"The home arranged for me to go to Mount Saint Micheal's to have the baby. I had to agree to give you up for adoption. I reneged. Just think, you could have grown up in New York or Boston. Instead, you got stuck with me." She thought that was funny.
==================================================
Steinbeck College was between semesters so Janet and Moira had no problem finding a parking spot near the administration building.
"According to the campus map, the library is right over there near that clock tower." Janet pointed across the quad. " I will be probably tied up for several hours with admissions, so take your time. They do have a very nice collection of very old classics, but they are probably in a secure area. Keep your phone on vibrate. I will call you when I am done. Wish me luck."
The campus was a bit sparse at this time of year, but it seemed to have everything that she was hoping for. The buildings were all old and ivy-covered; most of them. Moira was hoping that her mother would have good luck with the tuition assistance that they needed. She didn't feel that she would be able to get what she wanted at a community college. She felt that she needed the ambiance to thrive.
After about half an hour, Moira was getting a bit bored wandering through the main part of the library. Over to one side of the main room was a glassed-off area, that held older books. It had a security door and seemed to be climatically controlled. She stood, gazing through the glass at the wonders in front of her, but still out of her reach. It wasn't that she wanted or needed to handle the books, but she did want to bond with them in some fashion.
"See anything that you are interested in?" Moira was a bit startled. He looked to be about forty and was a walking cliché, tweed jacket with elbow patches If they allowed smoking, he would have probably had a pipe in his hand.
"Yes! All of them. It is impossible to decipher the names or titles from here, but I can't wait to get close to them."
"Are you a student here?" It was worded as a casual question, not an inquisitive one.
"Not yet. My mother is at admissions right now trying to get everything set up so that I can start this fall. This place has the greatest English Literature Department in the state."
"Is there any particular genre that you are interested in?" Moira was impressed at the question.
"I am partial to Eighteenth Century novelists, like Haywood, Richardson and Burney."
It seemed a bit awkward as he held out his hand to her. "T.D. Smith, Literature Department."
"Moira Vogel, literature department applicant." She laughed slightly at the light exchange of greetings.
"Moira is a very pretty name and very interesting. Is it a family name?"
"No! My mother said it was my father's favorite girl's name."
"What did your father say?"
"Don't know. I never met him." Moira noticed that Professor Smith had a very perplexed look on his face.
"Just curious, but do you know your father's name?"
"Of course. Well, sort of. What I mean, is that I know his first name is Thaddeus, but the last name on my birth certificate is just Smith. I think she put that there because she didn't know his real last name. Smith is a very common name. She doesn't like to talk about it."
Moira smiled as she watched him unlock the door to the secured room and escorted her in. He stood by the door and watched her as she looked across the shelves, afraid to touch anything.
"Moira, how old are you?"
"I just turned eighteen last week. Why?"
"Just curious."
=====================
Mary Chaney had been working with Janet Vogel for the last hour trying to get a package together for Moira's tuition and school fees. She and Ms Vogel were exploring every possible way to get the cost down, but not having a whole lot of luck. Then the phone rang.
"Hello. I am in a conference right now. Can you call me back later?"
"NO! Mary this is T.D. Are you with Ms Vogel right now?"
"Yes!"
"Listen carefully. Don't let her know that you are talking to me. How is everything going with Moira's application? Answer me in such a fashion that she doesn't know what we are talking about."
"Not as well as I hoped."
"Okay! You have to do me a big favor. Find some excuse or reason to give Moira a full ride on my account. Full tuition, books and lab fees, room and board. Everything paid for. I'll cover it later. Make it work Mary. I can't talk now."
Mary hung up the phone and looked over at Janet Vogel. "Well, that was interesting. It looks like we might have a program that Moira qualifies for and might solve all of our problems. Shall we get started?"
====================================================
The Country Club was crowded for the Sunday buffet; it usually was. Barbara and Britney waited patiently to be seated.
"We are supposed to meet up with Mrs Capshaw." Barbara was trying to be confident but was not comfortable with the surroundings. She wasn't intimidated; just didn't like most of the people that attended this type of thing. The attendant just nodded and led her to a nice table overlooking the eighteenth green.
"I am sure that she will be here shortly. Can I get you some drinks?"
"Sure! Something cold would be nice."
"Mom! What are we going to be doing here? I don't know what is expected of me and I don't want to screw anything up. You've met her. Is she nice? Is she snobby or uptight?" Britney seemed uncomfortable in her seat and her eyes were darting around the room.
"All I can say is that she seemed genuinely excited about meeting you. It looks like a good thing. I don't see how you can mess it up. Just be yourself. She already gave me the third degree."
The server brought a couple of fruity brunch-type drinks. The two of them couldn't help but giggle a little. They sat and took in the scene, both indoors and out for a few minutes, and then Britney leaned back and gasped. "Oh, shit!"
"Hey! Watch your mouth. What brought that on?"
"Kenny is here!" Britney said. "With his Mother."
Kenny Hendershott and Britney have been a couple for the last two years. It was a perfect match except that it was sort of star-crossed. There was a constant struggle for the two of them to get together since one lived in Reading and the other in West Chester. The bigger problem was that Britney was blue collar and Kenny came from money; big money.
Florence Hendershott was a big woman; not fat, just large. As they walked over to the table Kenny looked at Britney, smiled, and gave her a small wave without his mother noticing.
"Mrs Conrad. I didn't expect to see you and your daughter here. What a surprise. Did you decide to join the club?"
"No. I am afraid that it is not my style. We are here as guests. I am sure our host will be here shortly."
"You do know that this is a VIP table?"
"No, I didn't. The server just stuck us here. I guess we better have them relocate us. What do you think?" Barbra could not help baiting the arrogant bitch.
"That might be a good idea. Oh, by the way. We seem to be having trouble with Kenneth's college choice. We have everything set up for him to go to Yale, like his Father, but he insists that he wants to go to Princeton."
"Oh! Can he qualify? It's not easy to get into Princeton you know. I think the legacy route into Yale might be easier."
"Of course, he can qualify. We just think Yale is a better choice." Florence was getting a bit hot under the collar and Barbara was enjoying her discomfort.
"Am I interrupting something?" Bernice Capshaw was an impressive figure with a demanding voice.
"Good Morning Mrs. Capshaw. I was just explaining to Mrs Conrad that this was a reserved table. I think she is going to be moving to another one."
"My granddaughter and her mother are here at my invitation. I suggest you move along Florence and go pound sand someplace else. Do I make myself clear?"
Kenny had a hard time stifling a laugh behind his mother. Britney held her napkin up to her face so she could hide her amusement. Her grandmother and her mother had both totally humiliated Florence Hendershott and Britney was enjoying the hell out of it.
"Enjoy your brunch. Sorry to interrupt" Florence was trying her best to exit gracefully with little success.
Bernice Capshaw took a few moments to get herself settled and after a comfortable sigh, smiled at her guests. "What the hell brought that on?"
Britney snickered at the old lady's use of words. "Britney is close friends with Kenny, and his mother feels that it is necessary to let me know that she does not approve. She is annoying at times." Barbara tried to explain.
"No. She is annoying all the time." Bernice snapped back. "I do like Kenneth however. He is a good kid, despite his mother. Now, before this goes any further, let's hit that buffet table. We have a lot to talk about."
==================================
The Remington Foundation provided a room at the Denver Hilton for Linda and Patte. A little posh as far as Linda was concerned, but it was included with the procedure so she couldn't complain. Patte however was not a happy camper. While Linda was enjoying her continental breakfast, Patte could not eat at all. There were no preliminary medical procedures or tests required. Everything had been taken care of before leaving Pennsylvania. All they had to do was show up at the facility by 7 AM. Linda had the coordinates set in her phone and they were ready to go. She was surprised to learn that it was considered to be outpatient surgery.
The building was a lot smaller than Linda had imagined and didn't look like a medical facility at all. However, it was very well maintained. There were only a few cars in the parking lot. Maybe it was a bit early.
The lobby was all chrome and marble, with a small desk. A receptionist in blue scrubs was waiting as they entered.
"Good Morning. Linda and Patte, I assume? You are right on time. Welcome to Colorado. My name is Monica. I will be working with Patte today. Please follow me. We are all anxious to get started."
They spent the next forty-five minutes with Doctor Phelps and his team. It was very professional. Linda and Patte felt confident about the procedure. Monica took Linda to a small waiting room. There were no vending machines, but a table was set up with coffee and snacks. Linda sat and got comfortable. The operation would take less than an hour. How ridiculous was that; drive two days for a one-hour surgery.
About twenty minutes later, Monica escorted another woman into the waiting room who appeared to be about sixty years old, well-dressed, and reeked of money. She did seem to be a bit skittish, however. She looked at Linda and smiled, but was hesitant to do anything else. Linda smiled back, hopping for a bit of conversation to break the monotony. After a few moments, she decided to try.
"Hi! My name is Linda." It was a bit weak but it was an attempt.
"Myrna. I'm Myrna." She still seemed a bit uncomfortable.
"Are you here with someone?" Linda was attempting to get a conversation started. She didn't get a reply, only a nod.
"A friend or relative?"
Myrna gave Linda a weak smile and sighed. "It's my granddaughter."
"Well, don't worry. They are supposed to be really good. We came all the way from Pennsylvania just for this. I am sure everything will be fine."
They exchanged a few smiles and then everything went back to the quiet solitude that it was before. Twenty minutes later Doctor Phelps came into the waiting room.
"Mrs Remington, Mrs Compton! The operation was a perfect success. Patte is in recovery right now and you will be able to see her in about thirty minutes. She should be ready for discharge at about lunchtime. Are there any questions?"
There was a short hesitancy and then Linda asked, "How soon will she be able to travel?"
"It should be all right by tomorrow, but I recommend waiting a few days just in case. Relax a little. Let her get used to things."
As the doctor left. Linda got herself a coffee and looked over at her companion. "Mrs Remington! You have a bit of explaining to do?"
Linda and Myrna spent the next hour talking and completely forgot about Patte in recovery until Monica interrupted them.
Remmy was Tyler Remington. Myrna was his mother. He was born with the same hereditary heart defect that Patte had. To prevent passing it on he had agreed to get fixed after his eighteenth birthday. His parents allowed him to go on the trip if he wore a fake cast to keep him from over-exerting himself. He hadn't planned on meeting Linda. He told his parents what happened when he got home and they were furious with him. They tried to track Linda down but were unsuccessful.
The Remington Foundation was started a few years later and Remmy was the first patient. They have done fifty to a hundred procedures a year since it began. They never expected that Patte's name would come up on the list. They did a GNA match check on every applicant and that is how they found her.
Tyler graduated from Texas A and M and was presently building a bridge system in Bolivia. After hearing that he was a father, he immediately left for home. He never married.
Myrna felt guilty about what had happened and was afraid that Linda and her daughter would hate her for it.
Patte was pretty excited about meeting her new Grandmother and more excited to learn that she had a father. It was a good thing that she had that operation.
===================================
Janet Vogel was getting more annoyed every minute. For almost a full hour she had been making no progress in getting any sort of assistance, and then miraculously things changed.
"Ms Chaney, I don't mean to be confrontational, but what the hell is going on? We sat here for forty minutes and accomplished next to nothing, and then you get a phone call and all of a sudden we get manna from heaven. Before we go any further I would appreciate an explanation."
Mary Chaney was trapped. She hemmed and hawed a bit and then sat back in her chair and sighed. "I can honestly say that I do not know what is going on. All I know is that the head of the department instructed me to set your daughter up with a complete paid-for four-year tuition. It has been taken out of my hands. Rather than being upset, you should be thankful. This doesn't happen very often. I hate to use an old cliché, but 'don't look a gift horse in the mouth'."
"Who is the Department head? I don't think that I have ever met him."
"T.D.Smith."
"That 'T' doesn't happen to stand for Thaddeus does it?"
"Yes! How would you know that?" Janet did not answer. She sat wringing her hands and her eyes were darting about the room. Finally, she sighed and looked up.
"Ms Chaney, can you complete all of the paperwork without me?"
"Yes! No problem."
"Good! Call Doctor Smith and have him meet me at the clock by the library. I'll get back to you later today."
"Is something wrong, Ms Vogel?"
"Yes! A certain College professor has a lot of explaining to do. I hope he has his big boy pants on."
=========================================
"That is about it, Ms Conrad. Do you have any special plans for Summer break?" Paula had just finished neatening up her desk before leaving. The year-end closing went well.
"I expect to be busy as hell getting everything ready for the first Princeton trip. The three of us are leaving first thing in the morning. I think that Mrs Capshaw is more excited than Britney is."
"Is she taking all her stuff with her?"
"Yeah! She will have just enough time to get settled in before the Summer session starts." Barbara paused for a moment as she answered her cell. "Yes!" "Okay!" "Okay!" "I talk to you when I get home. Bye."
"Is there a problem?" Paula was trying to clarify the situation without appearing to be nosy.
"Shit! Shit! Shit!" Barbara slumped down in her chair and sighed.
"Okay! Spill it. I thought everything was going well."
"Cameron Capshaw will be arriving at Philadelphia Airport tomorrow from Australia."
"Will that screw up your Princeton Trip?"
"That will screw up everything. I am not ready to meet him. I am not ready to see him. I feel trapped. Lock up the office Paula. I am going home."
=========================================
Linda was happy that Patte's procedure went well but was worried about the whole situation. This was something that she had not planned for, or prepared for. She was unsure how to handle things; then Myrna took control of the situation.



"Linda, You have been checked out of your motel. All of your things have been taken to the house. We have rooms set up for you and Patte. Let me have your car keys and I will have it taken there also. As soon as Doctor Phelps releases Patte, we will all go to the house. She will need to rest for a day or so, but there should be no problem with her release."
"I don't know what to say. I wasn't expecting this or planning for it. I am afraid that I am a little uncomfortable with the whole thing."
"I understand. Is there anything that I can do to make you feel better?" Myrna reached out and took Linda's hand when she said that.
Linda sighed. "I could use a nice hot cup of tea." They both smiled.
=======================================
T.D. Smith was sitting under the clock tower when Janet arrived. He stood and she looked him square in the face.
"Where is my daughter?" He wasn't expecting that approach.
"Right now she is in her version of Disneyland. One of my assistants is watching over her. I think she will be occupied for several hours."
"You have some explaining to do." He motioned for her to sit.
"I am sorry. I had no idea that you were pregnant."
"Not that, you idiot. Why did you leave me like you did? It was embarrassing and humiliating and you broke my heart. I cried for weeks."
"I don't understand. I was the one that was humiliated. I was the one who was embarrassed and emasculated." The conversation was getting a bit heated.
"What the hell are you talking about? You go on an ocean cruise and seduce an innocent young girl, take her virginity, get her pregnant, and then dump her. How the hell did you get emasculated by doing that?"
"That is not how I remembered it."
"Okay! Let's hear your version."
"First of all, I have no idea how to seduce anybody. I thought that you were just being sociable. I didn't know that you were trying to seduce me. It appears now that you were just looking for some gullible young fool to get you pregnant, and I was the one who fell for it."
"When did you come to this stupid conclusion."
"When I saw you and your girlfriends making fun of me the next morning." That seemed to momentarily stop Janet's train of thought.
"What are you talking about? Nothing like that ever happened."
Both of them sat there. Neither spoke for what seemed like several minutes, although it could have been a lot less.
"Thaddeus, take your time and explain exactly what you saw that morning.
"I left my cabin. I was excited and upbeat. I was twenty years old and just had sex for the first time with a beautiful and exotic girl. I had been very anxious about the previous night because I had no idea what I was doing. You made me feel that it had all been okay. As I entered the dining room, I saw you and your three friends across the room. You all looked my way and then started laughing. You were smiling more than any of them. All of a sudden I felt that I had become a joke. Somehow or other, I had come up short in the bedroom and now I was being humiliated because of it. I was crushed. My ego took a big hit. I left the dining room and went to the nearest bathroom where I threw up. When we docked at Montego Bay that morning, I left the ship and flew home. I never took another cruise."
She sat quietly for several moments. "It wasn't like that. It was nowhere near like that. You read it completely wrong." He just looked at her.
"We were celebrating. We girls were having a little competition to see who would be the first to hook up with someone. If you didn't notice, we were not a typical group. None of us were particularly attractive. We were four geeky girls who saved our money to take a cruise together. None of us had boyfriends or ever did. The fact that I spent the night with a handsome college guy was a really special event. They were all happy for me and the glee we were showing was because of what happened. It had nothing to do with you or your performance, which was excellent as far as I was concerned."
"I overreacted?"
"Absolutely!" We both sat quietly for several more minutes.
Thaddeus took her hand and stood up. "Let's go get our daughter."
================================================
Barbara had just passed the Luray, Virginia exit when the cell phone chirped.
"Mom,! Where the hell are you?"
"Somewhere in Virginia."
"Where are you going?"
"Away! I have to think."
"Can't you think at home?" No answer.
"Mom! I met my father."
"Mom! Are you there?"
"Yeah! I heard you. How does he look?"
"Handsome, fit, healthy, and sort of pissed off."
"Why is he pissed off?"
"Because you didn't tell him he was a father."
"Britney, aren't you supposed to be on your way to Princeton?"
"We are just leaving. Grandma and I should have everything set up by this evening."
"Is your father going with you?"
"I don't think so. Where the hell are you going anyway?"
"I am not sure, but I am going to stop at my favorite aquarium on the way. That is the only thing that I know for sure right now."
'I gotta go Mom. I'll call you after we get settled. Love ya!"
=====================================
"Hear Ye! Hear Ye! The annual meeting of the MSM Mother's Club is now in session."
The same tea room, just one year later. Barbara started things off.
"It's been a busy year for all of us. Who wants to go first?" Linda shot her hand up in the air. "Me! Me!" She slowly twirled her hand around showing off the wedding and engagement ring. Barbara and Janet couldn't help laughing as they also raised their left hands. The hands went to the center of the table where all three ladies shared their new hardware. After several moments of ohs and ahs, Linda started.
"We arrived in Aurora for Patte's surgery. The trip was long, but we had no problems. Just before the operation, another lady entered the waiting room. She just smiled and sat down. After the surgery, I found out that she was Patte's grandmother; the mother of my long-lost lover. It seems that the clinic did an automatic DNA check when we applied and Patte was instantly identified as directly related to Tyler Remmington."
"Wow! That is amazing. I bet you never anticipated that?" Janet was leaning forward, so she would not miss a word.
"Not in a million years. When we left the clinic, we went to the Remmington estate in Boulder. The next day Tyler arrived home from Bolivia where he was working. Patte got to meet her father and I got to reconnect with an old friend. We got married by a Justice of the Peace three days later. Tyler's mother wanted a big ceremony, but she was quickly outvoted."
"Damn Linda, That is great. What is Patte doing now?" Barbara asked.
"Playing Lacrosse at the University of Colorado." Linda was beaming.
The waitress took their salad orders and Barbara ordered frozen margaritas all around.
"My turn!" Janet rearranged herself to get more comfortable.
"When we arrived at Steinbeck College I dropped Moira off at the library and I went into the admissions office to work on the scholarship applications. It turned out that the head of the English Lit Department was Moira's father. I should have known that, but I never thought to check it out. He quickly figured out who she was and ten minutes later I was reunited with my long-lost love on the campus quad. It was just like a cheap romance novel. We moved in together and two weeks later I was Mrs Thaddeus Smith."
The waitress brought the salads and drinks.
Barbara sighed, smiled, and leaned forward. "I was all set up to take Britney to Princeton with her grandmother when I found out that Cameron Capshaw had come back from Australia. I Panicked. I jumped in my car and started driving. Britney called when I was on the road. I apologized and told her to go to school with her grandmother. I did mention that I going to the Tennessee Aquarium; my favorite place. The next day I was midway down the ramp when he showed up. CC, or Cameron Capshaw, was coming up the aquarium walkway; the wrong way, so that he wouldn't miss me. He chartered a plane and flew down to Chattanooga. We stayed that night at the Chattanooga Choo Choo, and the next day started north. Ten hours later, he stopped at Havre de Grace Maryland and twenty minutes later we were married."
We spent the next few minutes congratulating each other and then she showed up. She had on the same clothing as she did last year.
"I see that you ladies have returned. Would you like your palms read again this year? She waited quietly for a reply. No one said anything.
"How did I do last year? Was I close? There was a sudden panic as all three ladies dug into their purses and each pulled out a ten-dollar bill and put it on the table. They all leaned forward and stuck out their hands.
"I guess I must have done all right then." She slowly examined each of the palms and then looked up and smiled.
"One of you is going to become a mother. I won't say which one."
Everything was quiet for a moment and then they all started laughing. Barbara and Linda both looked at Janet.
"Aha! That's why you didn't drink your margarita." Laughed Barbara.
The old lady got up and smiled. "I'll see you all next year."
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Dysfunctional
There is no sex in this story.
This is a repost of an edited 2008 story.
I hate my life. I hate my wife and I hate my family. The only thing in my whole existence that makes living worthwhile, is my job. It isn't a glamorous job, but I enjoy doing it. My name is Jerry Springer and I am a medical equipment technician. I install, calibrate, and maintain all sorts of equipment used in hospitals and imaging centers. I am good at it and I know what I am doing.
The rest of my life, on the other hand, sucks. I have been married for eighteen years to my wife, Garnetta. We went to high school together in Hazelton, but I didn't really get to know her until I finished tech school, a short time later. I am not what you call a handsome guy. I am not a jock or a player. I didn't even get to go to my senior prom. Garnetta and I sort of ran into each other, I thought, by accident, and the next thing you know we were dating. While we were in high school, Garnetta was always on the arm of Freddy Kramer. They were a couple and were together all the time. I didn't know Freddy, but I did hear he was a slacker. He did poorly at school and was unable to hold down any kind of job. I guess I was a little flattered that Garnetta showed interest in me. I figured she was looking to move up.
My first, and only, sex was with Garnetta, and a few months later she was pregnant. We were married shortly before Ray was born. I got a good job in Reading, and we bought our home just as Garnetta got pregnant with our daughter, Sybil.
Things seemed to be fine at first, but I had no real point of reference. I didn't know what a good marriage should be like. I had to assume that mine was OK because I didn't know any better. Garnetta spent a good bit of time visiting her mother and sisters back in Hazelton. I usually didn't go up with her because of work, and she never seemed to mind making the trips alone. Now I know why.
As I got more experience at my job, I was offered many opportunities to transfer. The moves all came with promotions and nice raises. Garnetta refused to move unless it was closer to Hazelton. I worked overtime, which never seemed to bother her, and I started making advanced payments on the house. Our sex life never got past mediocre, and we never became, what you would call an affectionate couple. We just lived together. I tried to avoid spending time with her because she was a little bitchy.
The big problem was the kids. I could not believe what evil I had spawned. Ray had been arrested three times for dealing drugs. Since he was only seventeen he seemed to skirt out of any serious punishment. Garnetta quickly squelched any disciplinary action I tried to impose. She made it perfectly clear that I was to have no say so in correcting her children. Sybil was just as bad in a different way. She was fifteen and spent more nights out, than at home. Every possible spot on her body that could have a piercing had one. Her natural hair color was brown, but she always dyed it jet-black. Black fingernail polish and black lipstick rounded out the image. Garnetta would not allow me to criticize or discipline her in any fashion. The three of them seemed to live a life separate from me. I was a fifth wheel, to say the least. The only good thing about the kids was that they were seldom at home. The bad thing was that they seldom went to Hazelton with Garnetta. They said it was boring.
Garnetta had been gone for a week. A friend of mine from Hazelton General Hospital was at our office getting a familiarization course on a new piece of digital X-ray equipment.
"Glenn, good to see you. How is everything going?"
"Hey, Jerry. Everything is fine on my end. Sorry about your marriage though."
Well, that got my attention. If there was something wrong with my marriage how come he knew about it and I didn't? I hesitated for a moment without replying.
"Shit, Jerry. Did I say something I shouldn't have? If I did buddy, I am sorry as hell."
"Tell me about my marriage, Glenn."
"Sorry, Jerry. I was out of order. I apologize if I said anything inappropriate. I was just trying to be friendly."
"Damn it, Glenn. What the hell did you hear about my marriage? Whatever you tell me is OK, but if you don't start talking right now, I am going to be pissed."
"It's just that since Garnetta has been spending so much time with Freddy, we figured you guys had broken up. She has been with him every day, all day, for the last week."
"I am sorry, Glenn. You have to explain that to me. What do you mean by "spending time"?"
"You know we have a hospice unit at Hazelton General Hospital now. Well, Freddy has leukemia. He only has a few months, maybe weeks, to live. Garnetta has been staying with him in the hospice all week. She has even stayed overnight a few times. I haven't talked to her or anything, but we can't help but notice her presence. He is sort of in and out of it, but she has been close to him the whole time."
Now I understood why Garnetta had been making all the trips home for the last seventeen years. I thought it was to see her mother and sisters, but it was really to see her old boyfriend. I wasn't the man she wanted to marry. I was just a paycheck. All I was good for was providing her with a comfortable lifestyle to raise her children. The light bulb just lit over my head. Her children, yes, but are they my children?
"Glenn, can you do me a small favor?"
"Anything you want, let me know."
"Can you get me a sample of Freddy Kramer's DNA?"
"Hell, I can do better than that. His DNA is already on file. Do you have WI-FI here in the building?"
Ten minutes later I had a copy of Freddy's DNA in my hand. I thanked Glenn for his help and let him get back to his class. My plan of action was easy. I was getting excited about doing something about my miserable existence, at last.
Things continued to go well for me the rest of the day. The company offered me six different places to transfer to. I was intrigued by the offer to go to Belize. They had been trying for years to fill a slot there, with no results. When I agreed to take it they were ecstatic. After lunch, I cleaned out the bank accounts. I could cancel the credit cards later by phone. The home mortgage was the only real problem. We had a good amount of equity and the house had appreciated quite a bit. I wasn't sure how I would handle it, but I didn't have a lot of time to screw around. I still had to figure out how to get DNA from the demons.
A couple of blocks from the house was a sleazy tattoo shop called PA Ink. I picked up a few DNA swabs from work and stopped by the shop. The law says you must be eighteen to get a tattoo in Pennsylvania. If I offered to get my kids one, before they were legally old enough, they would jump at it. For five hundred dollars, the friendly tattoo artist agreed to give each of the kids a small tattoo and con them into giving a DNA swab as part of the prep. He did have me sign some sort of release form, but I didn't mind.
When I got home, the kids were both there, which was lucky. I told them I had a certificate for two free tattoos. Both of them immediately started to work on me for one of them, and dumb old dad reluctantly agreed. An hour later, I had two DNA swabs and my kids each had their first tattoo. I am sure that Mom would be pissed. On the way home from PA Ink, I dropped the swabs off at the hospital lab. They had three samples and Freddy's printout. They promised results for me the next day. When we got home, the kids took off to show everybody their new disfigurements. I started packing my stuff in the car. I wouldn't need much. I already had my passport and a pocket full of money.
The next morning I told the kids we were going to skip school. I told them I had a surprise for them, but wouldn't say what. Three hours later, we were in Hazelton at HGH. As I was parking the car, my cell phone rang. Just as I suspected, Freddy was the father of both Ray and Sybil. I had no trouble finding the new hospice ward at the hospital. The station nurse informed us that Freddy was in Room 117. I pointed the kids down the hall and they gave me an odd look when I said, "Go meet your dad."
They walked down the hall with slow anticipation, as I rapidly left the facility. I turned off my cell phone and headed home, stopping only to grab a quick lunch and gas up.
The car was already packed and there was nothing left in the house I wanted. Of course, all of Garnetta's clothing and personal items were there, as well as the kid's stuff. I had four neighbors with whom I had been on good terms with. They all hated my kids, but I got along well with them otherwise. I went to each one in turn and borrowed some lawn mower gas. I lined the four, five-gallon cans up on the porch as they watched. I took one can at a time into the house, emptied them, and then returned the cans to their proper owners.
"Wait until it really gets started before you call the fire department. You each might want to get your garden hoses out to wet down your roofs. I wouldn't want the damn thing to spread."
They all looked at me in amazement and then John Felix spoke up." Jerry, can I have your Snapper lawn mower?"
I couldn't help but let out a little laugh. "Sure, John, help yourself. If anybody else wants anything you better hurry up and get it."
For the next few minutes, four guys were getting as much stuff out of the garage as they could. It was sort of funny, but nice to see the support. Then they all went home, got out their hoses, and turned them on, in anticipation.
I went inside and started the fire in several places. I had to rush like hell to get out. The statute of limitations on arson is six years, as long as no one is killed. I figured I would be away for longer than that anyhow. I waved goodbye to the neighbors and drove away for the last time.
Two days later, I was in Belize starting my new life.
Epilogue: Freddy died a week later. He had a nice insurance policy and named his mother as the benefactor. The homeowner's insurance company refused to pay off on the fire because it was arson. They had four solid witnesses. Ray turned eighteen and got caught dealing again. This time, he got eight to ten years of hard time. Sybil ran away to Los Angeles and started making underground movies. Six months after she arrived, she disappeared. Garnetta stayed in Hazelton and I have no idea what she is doing now. I never filed for divorce.
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SEED OF DOUBT -- TREE OF DESPAIR ©
This is an edited 2005 story.
It all started about six years ago. It was a little thing. Very insignificant in fact, but it grew to an unbelievable size. It had taken over my life and actually brought it to an end.
My wife, Janet, and I were in our early fifties. The kids were grown and on their own. The house was paid for and we were comfortable and happy. I was getting ready to take early retirement from my aerospace job and we were looking forward to an easy semi-retirement. Janet was still a beauty as far as I was concerned. She was the only girl that I had ever been with and I never imagined myself with anyone else. I never had a wandering eye and never even thought about being unfaithful. I loved her with all my heart. Yet she was the one who planted the damn demonic seed.
Several times a week it was our routine to go out and socialize. Sometimes we had meals with friends, sometimes drinks and a show, and occasionally dancing. It happened one of the nights that we were out dancing.
Both of us had been drinking just a little and within reason. Janet enjoyed the dancing more than I did and spent time on the floor with different men. It was all in good fun and I had no problem with it. I did notice that a few of the men would put their hands on Janet's butt while they were dancing and she didn't seem to mind. She never removed their hands or made any movements to avoid them. That didn't bother me, it all seemed to be in good fun and I was sure it wasn't going anywhere.
A few dances later I took her out for a slow one. As we were spinning around the floor I put my hand on her backside like her other partners did. She pushed my hand away roughly. A few minutes later I put it on her butt again. She grabbed it and moved it up to her waist. I was baffled. I stopped dancing and looked at her.
"Every other guy in this place has put his hands on your butt tonight and you didn't make any of them remove them. What's going on?"
"When they touch me it's exciting and enjoyable. When you touch me it's annoying"
The seed had been planted.
I stopped dancing and just looked at her for a moment. I turned and left her on the dance floor and then returned to my seat. She followed me back and said nothing. It was the last time I would ever dance with her. We sat quietly the rest of the evening. We did not dance again with each other or anyone else. We had no more to drink. Finally, we just got up, left, and drove home.
She knew I was upset. I kept waiting for her to say something, anything. I was hoping for an apology, an explanation, or a joke. She said nothing. We went to bed without speaking.
For the next two weeks, we spoke to each other only when necessary. It was a cold, cold period. I didn't do anything to upset her except react to her comment. I guess she was as disturbed by my reaction as I was by what she said. Neither one of us would mention it. I kept waiting and hoping that she would realize how much she hurt me and make some effort to ease my pain. None came.
I tried to erase it from my mind but it kept coming back. She was my soul mate, my only lover and to her, I was annoying. I felt like I had a hole in my heart and she was refusing to heal it. I did everything possible to forget it. I told myself it was nothing, just a little quip in passing, and was not important. I also knew that something had to be done now or the seed would sprout and become a tree.
Time passed slowly. I knew now that nothing would be coming from her in the way of an explanation or apology. I knew that it would never be discussed. If she had regretted saying it she would have mentioned it. I could only assume that she said it because she meant it and she had no reason to want to withdraw the statement or mollify it in any way.
The seed had sprouted.
We started talking again, almost normal but not quite. The kids came over to the house and noticed something was wrong. When they commented about it we would ignore it or shrug it off with a joke or flip comment. We tried to put things back as they were but that never happened.
Sex was the worst part. Through our entire marriage sex was never a problem. We seemed to be compatible in most areas and if she had any complaints I never knew about them. She was still the most beautiful woman in the world to me, the only woman. When I finally decided it was time to try sex again she was responsive as always. That was a good sign. We kissed a little and enjoyed some foreplay. I was soon hard as a rock and ready for action. That is until the demon seed came back to haunt me.
The words echoed in my head "When they touch me it is exciting and enjoyable. When you touch me it is annoying."
My erection had died. I was done before I started. All I could do was roll over on my side of the bed. I don't know what her reaction was. This had never happened before. In 28 years of marriage, I had always been up to the task. I wanted to cry but the tears wouldn't come. I was disappointed but mad at the same time. Why the hell did she have to plant that damn seed? Why did she have to say that and mean it? All she had to do was apologize or say something to soften the sting of it. Still, nothing came from her. I was dying inside.
Weeks turned into months. I felt like I was failing her every day. I was unresponsive as a lover. As a husband, I was not very good company. I still loved her more than anything but I couldn't show her how much I cared. We never went out to clubs or dances. We did go to a few dinners with friends but we were not very good company. The spark between us was disappearing and soon would be gone forever. I wanted her to have more. She had many good years ahead of her and I felt she should be able to enjoy them. I couldn't provide her with what she needed or deserved. She was becoming a shell of what she used to be and I knew I had to do something soon. I was looking for nothing for myself. I did not want a new companion. I was not seeking freedom. I did not want release from my torment. All I wanted was to make things better for her. I would sacrifice whatever I had to accomplish that. The most important thing; I did not want to do anything to annoy her. I didn't touch her anymore. I cried a lot.
I took early retirement from work. It was a nice check that would go into the bank every month. Janet could live on it comfortably. The house and car were paid for and the utilities were reasonable. I arranged for her to have medical coverage. I contacted a divorce lawyer and gave everything I had to her. I keep only my clothes and my old pickup truck. I talked to my children beforehand and tried as best I could to explain that I was setting her free, not punishing her. I insisted that everyone knew that I wanted nothing for myself and that I had no personal motives other than her welfare. My son, Terry, would take care of the yard work and car for her, and my daughter, Kate, would see to everything else.
That damn demon seed had grown into a tree, and taken over my life.
"When they touch me it is exciting and enjoyable. When you touch me it is annoying."
I found an apartment across town and got a job at a small nursery. It didn't pay much but I had figured out what I needed and could get by if I was careful. All I took from the house was my personal papers and my clothing. I gave Janet the divorce papers and she looked at me and said nothing. I had no idea what was going through her head. I am sure she was aware of the anguish she caused me, the anguish that she refused to soften. For almost two years she denied me any compassion for her cutting remark. A remark, I am sure she thought nothing of when she made it. Maybe she thought I was making a mountain out of a molehill and maybe I was. Actually, I was making a tree out of a seed, a seed that never should have been planted. I cried as I left the house. She never said a word. She never said another word for the rest of her life.
Kate came to see me in tears. Janet refused to talk, at all. She was responsive and alert but would not speak. Kate had taken her to the doctor for an examination. They found nothing wrong with her. I canceled the divorce action. There didn't seem to be any point to it. I didn't move back into the house though.
They said she seemed depressed but had no symptoms that would result in her losing speech. Her refusal to speak was of her own accord. Kate started to spend more time with her. Janet was able to take care of herself but was losing interest in doing it. She wasn't opening the mail and after several discussions with the utility companies we had to put all the bills on automatic pay. Her meals consisted mostly of cereal and milk. Kate tried to cook regular meals for her as often as she could, but she had her own household to take care of. Kate made sure she did the laundry and took regular showers. I had not envisioned this happening to Janet and felt worse now than I did before the divorce. I was trying to make things better for her. I was trying to free her so that she wouldn't be stuck with an unimpressive husband. I wanted her to enjoy the rest of her life. Now it appears that she was punishing me. She was punishing me for something that she brought on herself.
I started to drink.
"When they touch me it is exciting and enjoyable. When you touch me it is annoying."
That demon tree was growing larger. I hated that tree. Why did she ever plant that seed?
Months turned into years. Janet got worse. Terry and Kate finally had to put her into a special facility that could see to her needs. They tried to talk to me about it but I usually wasn't sober enough to understand or care. My whole life I was a moderate drinker and now in my golden years, I turned into a drunk. Knowing Janet had been put away had a sobering effect on me but it was a long time till I was lucid enough to go to see the women I loved.
She was sitting in a small private room. It was neat and clean. She sat and stared out the window. Nothing seemed to interest her. She was in a trance and oblivious to everything around her. The caretaker said that was her routine every day. She would go to the dining room for her meals but the rest of the day she just sat and stared. She never spoke.
She recognized me when I sat beside her. She smiled a little and held out her hand. I took it and cried. She looked out the window but didn't let go of my hand. A tear ran down her cheek. My heart was crying out for her to say something but she remained silent. We stayed like that for about an hour.
I went back every day. Nothing ever changed. I insisted that they run more examinations and checks to see if there was anything at all wrong. There wasn't. Her problem was emotional. I wanted to talk to her but I never did. All we ever did was sit together and hold hands. I was afraid to say anything because I did not want to annoy her. I was so glad she allowed me to touch her.
"When they touch me it is exciting and enjoyable. When you touch me it is annoying."
It seemed like a contradiction but I was able to live with it. Now my touch was acceptable but I was afraid to talk.
Kate came to get me at work one day. She was in tears. Janet had died. She passed away while sitting in her chair looking out the window. I insisted on an autopsy. They found nothing. It was a small funeral. Kate and Terry each asked me to come live with them but I declined both. I started drinking again. I quit my job and became reclusive. I began to understand Janet's despair, but I never figured out why she did what she did. Over and over I tried to make sense of it. Why did she never acknowledge how much she had hurt me? Why did she feel it was necessary to punish me the way she did by pulling herself into a shell and isolating herself from the world? Was she truly hurt by what she said and unable to bring herself to apologize because she loved me or was she just mad at me for making a big deal out of nothing?
"When they touch me it is exciting and enjoyable. When you touch me it is annoying."
The tree had grown to full size.
The last thing I heard was the sound of the empty pill bottle as it hit the floor.
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Working the Lie
It has been four years since our youngest left for college. We raised three good kids and now they were all on their own. It was our time now, or at least I thought so. We did agree on how the kids were to be raised, but that was about all we agreed on. In addition to making sure that the kids were honest and hard working; we insisted that they be able to stand on their own two feet. They all got practical degrees and had no trouble landing high-paying jobs. Dad made sure that they had no student debts. Our marriage was strong up to that point because we had a shared goal; raising the kids. Now we found ourselves drifting apart.
Marsha has been working at Liberty Casualty Insurance for the last ten years. She likes her job and does it well. I don't know exactly what she does and have never been interested in finding out. She was happy and I was happy. We paid off the house and all the expenses for two kids in college.
I started a surveying business with two of my childhood friends almost twenty years ago. It was my idea and my best buds; Tom and Norm Springer, were more than eager to help me get the business up and running.
===========================
Things turned to crap a couple of weeks ago. I usually got home from work earlier than Marsha. I picked up the mail and glanced at it through. An envelope from the Berks County Health Department caught my eye. It was addressed to Marsha Conrad. I tossed all the other mail on the credenza but took that one with me to the kitchen. I set it on the kitchen table while sorting things out for supper. Marsha usually came in thirty or forty minutes later, which gave me plenty of time to get a meal together.
"I'm home, John. Looking forward to lasagna night and a nice glass of red." She kicked off her shoes before coming into the kitchen. I got a light kiss on the cheek before she plopped down in her chair. The letter was on her placemat.
"What the hell is this?" She held it up while I placed the casserole dish on the placemat in front of her.
"I was hoping that you could tell me. It just showed up with the mail." I sat myself down and poured us each some cheap red wine. We liked cheap wine; don't ask me why.
I started in on my supper but she decided to open the letter first. "Sobofabitch". That was a phrase that Marsha didn't use regularly.
"I assume that it is not good news?" That was phrased as a question.
"Somebody has tested positive for venereal disease and has put my name on a list of contacts. I have to report within one week to be tested."
"Is it anybody that I know?"
"Don't be a smart ass, John. I have no idea who it is. Somebody can accuse you of something like this and their name is kept private."
"Well if you had to guess, who would be your first suspect?"
"God damn it, John. You're not funny. How the hell can I even find out?"
"There has to be some sort of reference. A case number or a file. These all have to tie together in some way. Give me the notice and I'll see what I can do."
"I am not comfortable with this. I don't like the whole situation and I really don't like your poking around in it. I am not trying to hide anything, but it just doesn't seem right."
"Just let me work on it tonight. I probably won't find anything, but I'll give it a good try. You can go down and take care of it tomorrow. Just curious, but why didn't I get a letter too?"
"You're being a smart ass again. It doesn't suit you." She didn't eat her lasagna.
============================
"Norm! It's John. I need some help." Norm's wife worked for the Reading Hospital.
"What do you need?"
"Marsha got a letter today from the Berks County Health Department, about an STD. I got the file number. Is there any way that Mary can find out who submitted the report? I know that this is all supposed to be kept confidential, but something shady is going on here."
"If Mary can't get it, maybe one of her friends can. Give me what you got and I'll see what I can do. It might take a day or so."
The easiest thing to do was just email him a copy of the report.
===============================
Friday was Chinese night. I got everything set up, including the hot tea, and Marsha stopped on her way home and picked up supper from a local restaurant.
She smiled as she handed me a clean bill of health from the clinic.
"Do you know a guy named Malcolm Heard?" That got her attention.
"Hell yes, I know him. He is the guy that I had fired four years ago for sexual harassment. I told you all about it. I thought he left the state."
"Well, it appears that he is back. He has a local address. Have you seen him lately?"
"You are been a smart ass again, John. No! I haven't seen him and I never had any relationship with him at all. You know the whole story. I never hid anything about it from you."
"Okay! I remember now. He kept hitting up on you and you recorded it and turned him into HR, and they let him go. He was not a happy camper was he?"
"No! He was making all sorts of threats as they marched him out of the building. He swore that he would get revenge. After four years I figured it was just a bad memory. I swear, John, I never had any kind of sex with that man."
Her denial sounded sincere, but for some reason, something did not seem right.
==================================
The whole incident seemed to affect Marsha. She became quieter than normal. She was not quite as bubbly and lively as she normally was. Something was bothering her.
I was fairly calm as I approached Malcolm's apartment. I convinced myself that I would not lose my cool under any circumstances, but I did want to dig deeper into this mess. Something was rotten in Denmark.
"Yeah?" He was thinner than normal and a bit smaller than normal. I'd say he was also a bit smarmy.
"My name is John Conrad. Do you know who I am?" He straightened up a bit and looked me straight in the eye.
"Yeah! I know who you are. I can also bet that I know why you are here. Do you want to come in?"
I wasn't expecting that. The decor was early Salvation Army. It looked clean and comfortable, however.
"Take a seat! Do you want a beer?" I nodded, yes.
I disliked him a little bit less when he gave me a Black and Tan.
"So, Mister Conrad. How do you want to do this?"
"I pretty much know the background, I was just wondering why you gave the clinic my wife's name. You didn't have sex with her, did you?"
He chuckled a bit and then took a swig of beer. "No! Lord knows I tried, but No, Mister Conrad, I never had sex with your wife."
"Then why?"
"You said you knew the background, so it is pretty obvious that I was a bit pissed off at your wife. I wasn't trying to get vengeance, or anything like that. I just took the opportunity to tweak her nose a little. I picked up an STD and had to get treated. When I was filling out the forms I got a bit carried away. Putting her name on the list was a bit of fun that's all."
"That's it?"
"Yeah! Hell, I am surprised that you two are still married. I figured that you would have figured it out by now."
"Figured what out?" I watched as he finished his beer.
"You want another?" I nodded no. He took my empty and got himself another.
"Mister Conrad, I didn't just hit on your wife, I was blackmailing her. I am not good looking enough or slick enough to charm women like her. I need a bit of leverage. After much planning, I threatened to expose her affairs to you unless she agreed to meet with me. She called my bluff and before I had a chance to carry out my threat, I was gone. As soon as I got out of the hospital, I went to California."
"Whoa! Whoa! Back up! You lost me in the middle of that."
"What didn't you understand?"
"What affairs? Why were you in the hospital? Why did you go to California? I seem to be missing a lot of information here."
"You didn't know about your wife's affairs?" He seemed confused at my reaction.
"I think I will have that second beer now."
====================================
I stayed with Malcolm for another two hours or so. It seems that my wife had been having a continuous affair with a man named Mitch Kennedy and also a man named Henry Evans. Both of them were mid-level executives with the company. They used the company guest suite at the Lincoln Hotel for their trysts. As far as he knew they never got together as a threesome. He had no idea if the relationships were still active.
He was going home after he got fired when two men grabbed him and beat him about the head and shoulders until he couldn't move. He spent two days in the hospital and then relocated to San Diego as soon as he was released.
================================
I owned fifty percent of the business. Tom and Norm had the other half. I sold them my half of the business for a dollar. They agreed to give me three thousand dollars a month perpetually as a consultant. All I had to do was set up a legitimate blind company. They were happy and I was happy.
Mitch Kennedy and Henry Evans were both still employed at Liberty Casualty, so when I had the divorce paperwork started, I also sued Liberty Casualty. I left a signed quick claim deed for Marsha. I took everything out of the bank and savings deposit box. I signed over all accounts to Marsha.
---------------------------------------------------------
Two days later I was in Pensacola. A week after that I was the proud owner of a twenty year old house trailer in a fifty-year-old mobile home park. A different car, a new driver's license, and a new phone followed quickly. By the end of the month, I had a safe, secure government job waving a traffic flag for the Escambia County Highway Department. I had to get a bank account to join the local Planet Fitness. No big deal. No, I didn't get a toaster.
The checks from Tom and Norm went right into my new account.
---------------------------------------------------------------
I waited three months before calling my lawyer.
"Seymour. It's John. John Conrad. I was just calling to check on the status of things."
"Good to hear from you, John. You left a bit of a mess here, but things seem to have straightened out. How have you been?"
"I'm fine. I relocated to Florida and I am now settled down and comfortable. I have an air conditioned trailer, a refrigerator full of cold beer, and three hundred books on my Kindle. Life doesn't get better than this." That got me a mild chuckle.
"Well that all sounds good. Now let me get you up to date. Things started rough. Marsha got a lawyer of course. She wanted to protest everything, however since you gave her a three hundred thousand dollar house and only took thirty thousand in cash, her lawyer advised her to just shut up and take it."
"I was hoping for that. How much longer do I have to wait?"
"I didn't know that you were in a hurry."
"I'm not. I just want to get everything cleaned up as soon as possible."
"Let's see now. You will be a free man in exactly sixteen days. Can you wait that long?"
"I think I can handle it. I am going to send you my new E-mail address, phone number, and street address. Do you need anything else?"
"Yeah! I need a few papers signed. Liberty wants to settle but they require some notarized releases. They are offering five hundred thousand dollars. Is that going to work for you?"
"Are you serious? I didn't expect to get anything. I was just doing it to aggravate them. I assume you get a good cut out of that?"
"Oh yes, John. I'll take my twenty-eight percent right off of the top."
==============================================
I was amazed that Marsha never tried to find me or get in touch with me. I never heard from any of my kids or in-laws. Of course, I also made no effort to contact any of them. Either nobody gave a crap about me, or I did a damn good job of disappearing. I automatically assumed that none of them gave a damn. I don't know what story Marsha told them all, but there had to be some kind of explanation.
I'll worry about that tomorrow.
==========================================
Things were quiet for about three months. We were doing repaving on the Lillian Highway along the south side of Perdido Bay. It was a full crew job so we had a police escort with us at one end. It was boring repetitious work and I was not quite as alert as I should have been. A line of cars was passing through from the East when a Silver Mercedes stopped right aside of me. I was waving faster to encourage him to keep moving as his driver's window came down.
"You're a hard man to find, John. You really should have changed your name."
The first thing to cross my mind was; 'What in hell is Mitch Kennedy doing looking for me?'. Then I realized that it couldn't be good. I stepped away from the car as his right hand came up holding the ugliest black revolver I ever saw. I tossed my traffic flag at the car window as I started sprinting toward the Castor Bean field on the south side of the road. That ugly gun sure was loud.
I don't know where the first shot went but by the time he got out of the car he was able to get better aim. I felt the second shot hit my back, but it was not what I was expecting. It stung more than it hurt. The third shot missed also. He was on foot trying to follow me and shoot at the same time. It didn't work too well for him. I was pretty well into the scrub by then. I looked back and he was reloading the damn thing. Now what the hell was I going to do?
The next shot was different; a bit sharper and not quite as loud. Kennedy dropped his gun and grabbed at his leg as he fell to the ground. Our police escort came to the rescue. Patrolman Carla Grazzi had kicked away his gun and was standing over Kennedy while she talked on her shoulder-mounted microphone. I figured that things were safe so I started walking towards them.
"Are you Okay?" she yelled at me without taking her eyes off of Kennedy.
"I'm not sure. I think so, but I am not sure." I repeated. I stood to the side as she recited his rights to him. He wasn't paying attention. It seems that she had kneecapped him and he was preoccupied with that. She was still chatting into her radio or whatever it was. In less than five minutes we had a half dozen more officers and an EMT vehicle. Of course, they had a hell of a time getting around all of the repaving equipment to get to us.
One of the EMT guys was looking me over and started laughing. He waved Carla over and started explaining.
"Mister Conrad got hit with a load of bird shot." He was explaining it to Carla and me at the same time. "There is at least a half dozen birdshot pellets in his back and arms. There is nothing to get excited about. They can remove them all at the ER and probably send him right home. Should be totally outpatient. What the hell was the guy using?"
"It was a Taurus Judge. I guess he loaded it with 410 birdshot instead of buckshot. The gun looks new. I don't think he knew what he was doing." Carla Sort of giggled. "Can I take him to the ER in my squad car?"
"Be my guest. I don't want to put both of them in the EMT vehicle."
Carla and I introduced ourselves as we got in her squad car. She was on an adrenaline high from the incident. It appeared that she was using me as an excuse to sneak away. She seemed to be avoiding her superiors.
"What's wrong? You seem nervous." She glanced into her rearview mirror.
"I think I might be in trouble. I don't think I was supposed to just shoot that guy."
"What the hell were you supposed to do? He was shooting at me."
"I think I was supposed to defuse the situation in a nonconfrontational style."
"You are kidding right?" She just shrugged. We sat quietly.
"That was a great shot that you made. Incapacitating him with a knee shot was brilliant." She giggled.
"It was a center body mass shot."
"Oh!" We both started to laugh as we pulled into the ER.
=========================================
Removing the eight pellets from my body was the highlight of the day for the ER staff. They all seemed to be trying to outdo each other with the little jokes. When they finished, they presented me with a small bag for my trophy case. Carla stuck around and took a bit of ribbing also. While they were finishing, my boss showed up and told me to take the week off. Carla's boss called her and chewed her out for leaving the scene and then told her she was on suspension while the shooting was investigated.
"Hey Conrad! What do you want to do for a week? Have you been over to Biloxi yet?" Carla had a big grin on her face. I gave her an inquisitive smile. I didn't feel like driving with my sore back, so my new guardian angel offered to take me home. One thing led to another, and she stayed for two days. We never did get to Biloxi.
======================================
Mitch Kennedy was really pissed off at me. He lost his job and he lost his wife. Henry Evans had just disappeared. No one knew where. That all came out when they interrogated Kennedy. He never mentioned my wife. He never said how he located me.
Six months later Carla and I were living in a nice little condo in Orange Beach. We didn't marry. We were comfortable leaving things just as they were. She had also been coming off of a bad marriage and neither of us was anxious to jump into anything. She still worked patrol duty and I was still a flagman. Neither of us wanted anything more than that. We were totally compatible in and out of bed. What more could a man ask for?
I never heard from my wife and I never had any interest in looking into it. Christmas was coming up and it was time for me to get in contact with my children. It had been a long time and I owed them an explanation. I just didn't know how I was going to do it.
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Unexpected Career ©
My name is Wayne Webber. You don't know me because I am one of the invisible people. I don't mean that you can't see me, but that you never notice me. I am the guy that looks familiar, but you can't remember his name or where you met him. There is absolutely nothing about my appearance or character that would stick in your memory. I didn't plan it that way: it just happened.
Of course that meant that I was well qualified for my chosen profession. I am a hired killer: a hit-man or exterminator. In my normal life, I own and run a fishing tackle shop. You can't get more invisible than that.
It wasn't the career that I had chosen for myself, but one that I sort of fell into. You don't sit down with your school counselors and tell them that you want to make a living by murdering people. Actually, I think most of the aptitude tests that I took, indicated that I would make a good bookkeeper or accountant.
I guess a lot of people would wonder why I would choose such a weird profession? First of all, it pays well. I make enough off of the tackle shop to live comfortably, so all of the money that I get from my real job, goes toward my retirement. You can't really claim income of this type on your taxes so, I have all of it safely tucked away over seas. I am planning on retiring before I am fifty with compensation ten times more than I am making now.
I also found the work to be rewarding and quite satisfying. For some reason, I have never felt any guilt or remorse. I sleep well at night. I am selective about my work and also very careful. The advancement of the internet has made things a lot easier.
I drive a light blue four-door sedan and live in a small three bedroom ranch home. My wife, Sally, is as non-descript as I am. We have two teen age daughters who seem to be happy with our low key life style, and in fact seem to be embracing it. There are enough jocks and cheerleaders to fill in the lime light, but the invisible people make the world go around. Sally is my rock. She keeps me focused and out of trouble. Without my loving wife, my career would probably have ended years ago. My sixteen year old, twin, daughters, Gwenn and Sydney, know nothing about my real profession or their mothers involvement. They do well in school and still stay under the radar. Life is good.
It all started when I was eighteen years old. I was raised in a public housing project by a single mother. She worked as a waitress. When I got up in the morning, my mother was still in bed, because she usually worked late. There would be lunch money on the kitchen table and a note if there was anything she wanted me to be aware of. When I got home from school, mom was at work. The only time we actually saw each other was on the week ends or when school was out. There was not a whole lot of love and affection growing up, it was more like practicality and survival. We never wanted for anything, but did not live the high life. There was no car, so I usually took the bus to get around. It taught me self reliance and independence. Looking back, I realize that I never felt deprived. It was what it was and I had adapted.
As you would expect, my home ground was close to, but not directly aside of, a nice upper class neighborhood. The school happened to be located directly in the middle. Some bunch of do-gooders decided that it was important to integrate the well-to-do kids with the projects low-lifes. I guess we were both supposed to benefit from the experience. All it seemed to accomplish was to make the project kids bitter and the rich brats standoffish. Since I was invisible, none of it bothered me at all.
Remington Post was from one of the wealthiest families in the area. I liked him because he seemed to be a little less snooty than most of his group. We were not buddies or anything like that, but their was no animosity between us. It was a normal relationship. Remington made an attempt to bridge the gab between the groups. There wasn't a clearly defined line drawn up, or anything like that, but just a separation in standards and values that existed. You wouldn't notice it unless you really concentrated.
His open personality was however noted by one of the hard-heads from my side of the tracks; Clayton Manning. Clay seemed to get pleasure out of poking fun at the well to do. He wasn't one of the those guys who took lunch money from kids, but just a nasty bully who got his kicks from picking on people. He was a big sucker and no one ever stood up or challenged him. Remington's ability to get along with students from both sides seemed to annoy Clay.
I guess it all started out as threats and intimidation. Remington did not respond the way that Clayton had wanted. Clay needed his victims to show fear and respect. Remington seemed to fear nothing. If he was afraid of his adversary, he never showed it. As a reward for his failure to show servitude, Remington started to receive some physical punishment as well as the verbal. Normally, under situations like this, the parents of the victimized students usually brought some sort of action against the school or the parents of the bully. In Remington's case, nothing happened. He continued to defy his antagonist, and continued to suffer the punishment.
My career started officially the day that I followed Remington Post home. He was about half way when Clayton grabbed him and started pummeling in the face. He was holding him by his jacket with his left hand and smashing his face with the other one. Remington was kicking and flailing his arms about to no avail. It didn't last long. I walked over and helped Remington to his feet, which he accepted reluctantly. He appeared to be embarrassed about what happened.
What do you say to somebody in a circumstance like this that will not insult him or take away his pride. We sat on the curb. I stayed with him and said nothing while he regained his composure. He looked at me and noticed my silence. I sensed that he appreciated it in some manner. He was in pain, but he did not cry. In the morning he would have a swollen lip and probably a black eye. I knew that he would wear it to school and not try to hide it. I also knew that he would not allow his parents to intervene on his behalf.
"Is there anything that I can do?"
"Can you make my problem go away?"
"Do you have a thousand dollars?"
"I can get it."
Nothing else was said. We both stood up and looked at each other. I held out my hand and Remington Post shook it, starting a life long relationship.
As I walked home, I realized what I had just agreed to, and found myself more excited than I had ever been. It seemed as if I had just found a purpose in life. Up until this time I had been floundering around, with no direction and no interests in the future.
Two days later I had everything planned out and I was ready to approach Clayton. I was no threat to him. I was in fact invisible to him, until I spoke.
"I have a problem and I was hoping that you could help me with it?"
"Why would I want to do that, twerp?"
"Money. I think I figured out a way to make some cash, but I can't do it myself."
"Why is that?"
"I don't know any people. You do."
"What kind of people?"
"I have a source for marijuana: lots of it, but I don't know how to sell it or even how much to ask for it. I was hoping that you would know somebody."
This little banter got his interest. "I might be able to help you out. Where are you getting this stash?"
"I can show you after school. It is close but we have to climb a little."
"I don't like heights."
"Not up. We have to climb down."
Clayton gave me a big smile. It was so obvious that he was planning on screwing me as soon as he got the information that he wanted. That was exactly what I was counting on.
I took me a half a day to find the dead fall that I wanted on the Perdition river. Dead trees and branches would bunch up along the banks and the currents would pull any floating objects way down into the tangled mass of limbs, never to be seen again. The one that I selected was at least ten feet deep.
Reaching the river banks required Clay and I to climb down along the side of an abandon railroad trestle. Clay bitched a little about it, but accepted my reassurance of a reward for the effort.
We walked up stream until we were just passed my chosen dead fall. I wanted to get him as close as I could to the river bank. I pointed as he bent over to look at the several plastic bags that I had carefully placed under a fallen tree trunk. It only took one swing of a four foot piece of galvanized pipe to crack his skull open. I had planned on hitting him about four or five times, but it was clearly not necessary. I removed his wallet and rolled him towards the river. A bright red ribbon of blood, stretched across the swift water as soon as his head touched it. After a few grunts, I got his whole body in, and it started to drift directly towards the mass of limbs and branches. His torso went under first and then with a swoosh, his legs and feet followed. In less than ten seconds his whole body had been sucked under and completely disappeared. There was a good chance that in the middle of the summer, when the water in the river got lower, the body would be exposed. There was also a good chance that the heavy spring rains would carry it further down stream.
I picked up the plastic bags full of newspaper and started back up the side of the trestle. That was when I saw her. Sally Bones was standing on top of the abandon bridge with her basenji. She was looking directly at me, and it was oblivious that she had observed the whole episode. Her real name wasn't Sally Bones. We called her that because she was so damn skinny. She had no tits, no ass and no waist. She would have qualified to be one of the invisible people, if she had had a normal body. She stood out because of a severe lack of the body parts that adolescent girls were required to develop as a right of passage.
It took me ten minutes to get to the top. Sally Ebbert and her dog were gone. On the way home, I got rid of Clay's wallet and the plastic bags. I had no regrets about what I did to Clay, but I was awake all night worrying about Sally. She was a grade higher than I was and a year older. I had never talked with her, and I realized that almost no one talked to her. Maybe, maybe she was just a bitch that nobody wanted to be friends with. It reminded me off something that Willie Nelson said in the movie Barbarosa; 'What cannot be remedied, must be endured.'
Clayton's school attendance was sporadic at best, so his absence wouldn't be noticed for several days. I usually ate lunch alone or with a few of the other invisible kids. Today was different. No sooner had I sat down, when I was joined by Sally Bones. She sat beside me and said nothing. My reaction to her unexpected intrusion was similar. It was like a moment from the twilight zone. We both sat, eating, without actually acknowledging each other. For twenty minutes, neither one of us said a word. She finished her lunch, but before leaving, she leaned over and gave me a small kiss on the cheek. It did not go unnoticed, and I received a good bit of teasing about it the rest of the day. Things like that didn't happen to people like me.
That afternoon, I happened to pass Remington in the hall. He looked my way and I gave him a small nod. No one noticed.
Sally Bones was waiting for me as I started my walk home. She also lived in the projects, so it was not an abnormal occurrence for us to be going in the same direction. However, it was abnormal for us to be walking together.
Nothing was said until we were almost home.
"Wayne, there is a dance at school Friday night. Pick me up at seven. Wear a tie and jacket."
The sneaky little bitch was going to blackmail me. I worried all night that she was going to report me to the authorities, but I never considered the possibility of her using what she knew to manipulate me. I didn't reply to her comment. Before I got to my house, I realized that I should be flattered at her actions. It was the first time in my life that any girl had shown any interest in me. She wasn't the type of girl that every boy fantasizes about after he goes to bed at night, but she was real. That had to count for something. We walked to and from school together every day after that. There was little if any conversation between us.
Friday turned out to be an exciting day. Clayton's disappearance was no longer a speculation. His parents reported him missing to the police and they began making inquiries around the school. They had no direction and their approach was sort of hit and miss. They didn't even talk to me. Hell, I was invisible.
Just before third period math, Remington handed me a small envelope. A quick glance revealed ten one hundred dollar bills. My first pay day. I knew now what my future profession would be. It was, to say the least, exhilarating.
I picked Sally up exactly at seven. I had my drivers license, but no car, so we had to walk. It was my first date and I was determined not to screw it up. Of course I blew it as soon as she opened the door. I never seen her fixed up before and she looked good. My eyes immediately when to the two bulges in the front of her dress. I was embarrassed when she caught me looking.
"Don't get your hopes up, Wayne. It is mostly tissue paper."
Her candor made me feel comfortable instead of being embarrassed. I was beginning to like Sally Bones. The rest of the evening went pretty much as you would expect a first date to go. Like all girls, Sally thought that she could dance, but she wasn't very good. Like all guys, I knew that I couldn't dance, and I couldn't. We bounced around on the floor and before long we were laughing and giggling about our mutual ineptness. We didn't have to worry about being self conscious, because nobody was looking at us. We were just two invisible people having fun.
No, we didn't have sex. I didn't even get a feel, but I did get my first real mouth kiss. In fact, I got a couple of them. By the time the school year was over, we were necking on a regular basis, and the warm summer offered us many great opportunities to finally taste the forbidden fruit of real sex. I think Sally Bones enjoyed it more than I did.
Once we started there was no stopping us. I quickly discovered that hips and tits were not necessary for good sex. We were comfortable with each other. There was no doubt in my mind, that Sally would be my life mate.
Sally graduated and started work at one of the neighborhood sandwich shops. I still had a year to go. It felt odd having a girlfriend who was working, while I was still in school. With my mothers support, I bought a used pickup truck and a lawn mower. I could tell that she was curious about where I got the money, but she never asked. By the end of the summer, I had increased the thousand dollars to almost four, by mowing lawns. It was satisfying work, but I knew that it would not be a career choice. Sally was saving almost all of her wages. She announced our pending marriage at Christmas time to both of our families. It was as much a surprise to me as it was to them. I never felt that I was pussy whipped, and I always appreciated her approach. If she had waited for me, we would probably still not be married. I needed Sally's decisiveness to complete my life.
Shortly after the new year, Sally approached me with a problem and asked for my help. We had never discussed Clayton's demise: not once. I knew that it would have to come up at some time, but as usual I avoided even thinking about it.
"Wayne, I know that this is a delicate subject, but I need to talk to you about it."
I tried to get comfortable and nodded for her to continue.
"Do you remember Miriam Perkins?" I nodded.
"Her mother has been in and out of the hospital constantly for the last six years. Miriam has been taken care of the house and her little sister most of the time."
"What are you trying to say?"
"Miriam's father is an over-the-road truck driver. He is also a nasty drunk. When his is home, he drinks constantly. He beats on his wife and sometimes Miriam. Miriam has been able to protect her little sister but hasn't been able to help her mother. Things seem to be getting worst and Miriam wants to stop it, but she doesn't know how. Social Services has been to the house several times, but Miriam's mother refuses to press charges."
"She graduates this year. She can leave home. What is the problem?"
"If Miriam leaves, she believes that her mother will probably die shortly and she is afraid of what will happen to her sister."
"Why are you telling me this? What am I suppose to do? I can't protect Miriam's sister."
"Yes you can, Wayne. You know you can."
I didn't answer her. I didn't know how to answer her.
"You can help Miriam the same way that you helped Remington."
"I don't think so."
"Why did you do it for Remington?"
"Mostly because he needed the help."
"What do you mean by 'mostly'?"
"He also paid me a thousand dollars."
Sally Bones looked at me with a big smile on her face.
"I told Miriam that you would do it for five thousand."
"What? Where the hell is an eighteen year old girl going to get that kind of money?"
"Her father has a hundred thousand dollar insurance policy."
Well, needless to say, a month later Sally rented a safety deposit box for the start of our retirement fund. Miriam and her mother made out a lot better than she had expected because her father had a double indemnity clause on the insurance policy. He died in a car accident. Miriam had enough money to go to college and take care of her little sister. She continued to be part of our life for years after.
It was a small wedding. Two kids from the projects can't really justify a gala event and to be honest, we didn't want one. It was very private. Remington Post was more than willing to be my best man and Miriam was the maid of honor.
Sally and I were surprised, four years later, when Remington and Miriam had us stand up with them at their wedding. Remington's side of the church was jammed with all the society folks. Miriam only had a small handful on her side. I was glad to see that Remington choice a real person to marry rather than one of the debutantes that he was expected to merge with. I think his parents liked Miriam as much as he did.
I worked in one of the local sporting good stores after I finished school, just long enough to learn the business. Before I was twenty four I had started my own fishing tackle store. Sally liked having our own business because we could work together and it was a comfortable place to bring the twins. My career as a serious professional killer was not going anywhere, so I used the time to get the business built up.
Remington finished law school and returned to town with his wife. Miriam was young, but still able to get a position as the manager of the local family center. They took care of abused and neglected wives and children. Remington was working for his fathers law firm, but did all the pro-bono work for the family center.
Up until that time I was only doing about one career job a year. I stayed busy running the bait and tackle shop. Life was good. Occasionally Remington would come across a situation that he felt could benefit from my area of expertise. As his law business grew, he began taking on more and more pro-bono cases. Many of them seemed to have some situation of desperation that he felt could benefit from my skill set. Most of them, we immediately dismissed, but every once in a while we decided to take one. My only condition was that I would not do anything for free. Some sort of compensation was always required. No compensation meant no assistance. Remington agreed to handle that part of any contract that we decided to take on.



Miriam also started to have the same problem. Working with family services exposed her to some pretty bad stuff. Most of her difficulties could not be solved due to lack of funds. I agreed to help her only if Remington set everything up.
Of course Sally and I still had contacts with the old neighborhood. Every once in a while somebody would knock on the door and discretely ask for our special help.
Remington and I finally agreed on a maximum of six contracts a year.
I would like to tell you about something exciting or daring that occurred, but there really was nothing. Sally and I moved to 'The Villages' after the girls left for college. Remington and Miriam relocated to Portugal.
It was a good career. A bit unexpected and a bit unusual, but good.
Life goes on.
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HILTON HEAD 750
"Think about it, John, Huntsville, Alabama, or Plano, Texas. They are both great opportunities, and both are available immediately."
"I promise I'll pick one by Monday and be ready to leave. I appreciate the change and the new challenges."
"You and the wife are going to Hilton Head again?"
"Yeah, this is the fifth time. The wife likes the flea markets, and I get to hit a little white ball around."
"I thought you were a par three guy. Do they have any par three courses there?"
"No, but I get to play the regular courses with my short gear."
"Well, have fun and call me as soon as you decide."
==============================
Dick, Danny, and Dwight all married my wife's sorority sisters. I guess Carla, couldn't find a guy whose name started with a 'D'. Carla and I were only married for about four years. I always felt like an outsider, even though they tried to include me. Dwight had a Honda Odyssey, so the D's all drove together. I preferred that, because I could give my '81 RX7 a real workout. Most of the Rotary Rockets had been retired by now, but I kept mine up and running. The faster I went, the smoother the engine.
"Carla, are you going to be looking for anything special this trip?" I was just trying to start a conversation with my wife.
"Trivets! I would like to get four or five new ones. You can never have enough trivets." Carla laughed at her own stupid little joke. She already had almost a hundred of them.
I wanted to talk to her about the upcoming move, but I was hesitant to bring it up. Things had not been going well between us lately. She had become snippy and a bit distant. I started noticing mysterious phone calls and hushed conversations with her sorority sisters. I convinced myself I was being paranoid, but that didn't make it better. Any contacts I had with the 'D's' seemed a bit stressed. The final straw came when the name 'Dennis' popped up. We, or should I say I, did not know anyone named Dennis. I had a strange feeling that Dennis was a blast from the past. I had no proof of anything and no indications.
Dwight made all of the arrangements for us at the Holiday Garden Inn. He liked the free breakfast they offered. I didn't care one way or the other.
The table conversations at supper that evening were interesting. It seemed to reek of innuendos that I didn't get and inside jokes that went over my head. I felt more like an outsider than I did normally.
Danny had a good starting time at a local course, and the Holiday Inn valet service was available to get us there. The girls were taking the Odyssey and had the first day all mapped out. I felt uneasy. Carla got a phone call while we were eating. Since all her friends were here, who the hell would be calling? She quickly ended the call.
======================================
I took the usual razzing at tee-off. My small canvas bag held a three-wood, a four-iron, and a putter. That is why it took me twice as long to play a round as it took the other guys.
They were being a bit more snarky than normal. I could tell that something was up. As we approached the ninth hole, I pulled out my cell phone.
"Who are calling, John?" Dick seemed to be trying to look at my phone.
"Not calling anyone. Just checking some locations." That brought a few light chuckles.
"So, where is the little lady?" Danny asked with a slight smirk, indicating that he knew something that I didn't..
I looked at the three of them and smiled. Well, Carla's phone is at a flea market in Crestview, but the AirTag shows that she has been at the Sunrise Marriott for the last two hours. How is she going to find any trivets there?" I smiled again.
The three of them just stood there. The smirks were gone. There were no more snide remarks. Dwight went a few steps away and made a phone call.
"By the way, who the hell is Dennis?" I picked up my bag and went into the clubhouse. I didn't have a car, so I had to call an Uber.
Twenty minutes later, the Mazda was screaming down the highway.
I called my Boss and told him 'Huntsville'.
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I guess I dropped the ball somewhere along the line. We had been married eighteen years, and things were not going well. My wife was a cold, miserable bitch, and my two kids were not much better. I tried, I really did, but nothing seemed to help. Not all of us get to be Engineers, Lawyers, or Doctors. Some of us just end up with normal blue-collar jobs, making normal blue-collar wages.
With just a high school diploma, I felt I was doing pretty well. I was a parts puller for Esterly Pneumatic. We manufactured pumps for irrigation systems and other similar applications. I knew my job and I did it well. The salary was good, but not great, though it did include family medical. We had a nice little three-bedroom house, in a good neighborhood. It still had ten years to go on the mortgage, but it was ours. We both drove fairly new, paid-for cars.
I grew up on a small farm in Schuylkill County. When I was sixteen my family moved to Reading. My parents still own the farm and use it on weekends and during the holidays. My two brothers are both in the service. I met my wife Teresa when I started Reading Senior High School. It was love at first sight. Yes, I was a bit naive.
After several entry-level jobs I ended up at Esterly and felt that I found a home. I liked the job and worked hard to prove myself. Teresa worked at one of the local malls, up until she got pregnant. I was a fanatic about budgeting, so having a baby did not create any great financial problems for us. Our daughter Karen came first and then Perry a year later. I got clipped.
=======================================
Everything was great; Norman Rockwell great, until about four years ago. Teresa got a job as a contract secretary, for one of the largest car dealers in town. After about a year she was making more money than I was and had a company car to boot. Of course, this also included her working longer hours and on weekends. The more money she made the snarkier she got. It started with snide little comments and after a while, she just began making derogatory remarks directly to my face. To make things even worse, she was doing it in front of the kids. After a short time, the kids became as rotten as she was. They avoided me every chance they got and when they were around they were not pleasant to be with. It only took a year or two for everything to go to hell.
========================================
For some reason, I thought that if I got a dog, things would get better. I was hoping that it perk the kids up a bit. Of course it had to be a repro dog, I couldn't see spending money on some kind of fancy dog. I ended up with a Great Dane/Chow mix. He was ugly as sin but lovable.
The kids hated him. He needed a name. They weren't interested. I suggested 'Cisco' and Perry said 'Costco' would be more like it.
He tried; he really tried. Costco followed the kids everywhere. He tried to sleep with them, but they both kicked him out of their beds. They refused to walk him, feed him, or clean up after him. After about six months he just gave up and became my dog. I was happy with the dog but disappointed with the kids. Not only did they ignore him, they were actually mean to him, in so many different ways. I hated to leave him alone with them when I went to work.
As my family life deteriorated, my personality and habits also started to change. Although Teresa and I still shared a bed, I no longer instigated sex. Occasionally Teresa would be feeling a bit horny and start something. I never turned her down, but there was no enthusiasm on my part. Costco slept on the floor aside from my side of the bed.
I skipped breakfast at home in the mornings. I was soon a Waffle House regular. I just had fast food for lunch, usually. Some days a couple of guys would go out for a sit-down lunch, but not too often. I also started to work later and by the time I got home, Teresa and the kids had already eaten. She usually left me something to warm up. It only took a few months to perfect this routine.
On the weekends, I did all of the required house and yard work. There was no way that my son, Perry, would even consider helping. I stopped even asking, and there was no way that I could possibly demand him to help. Teresa would put an immediate stop to that. With the yard work done, Costco and I would leave for the farm. I always went alone. The wife and kids detested the farm. It was fall, so all the fruit trees and bushes had to be trimmed. I had no trouble finding plenty of stuff to do. Some weekends, my dad, and maybe mom, would also show up to work and just relax.
During the week I spent my evenings watching TV and surfing on my computer. The kids were always out of the house or maybe sulking about in their rooms. When Teresa was not into her Kindle, she was out with her girlfriends or shopping or whatever. I didn't care as long as she didn't embarrass me. Of course that is exactly what happened.
==========================================
It was a Monday morning when everything started to go to hell.
"Morning, John! How come we didn't see you Saturday night at the Crab Shack?" Grady Bumpus was one of the project engineers at Esterly. He handed me a pic-sheet.
"I was pruning the apple trees up at the farm. Why did you expect to see me?"
"Teresa was there and we just assumed that you were someplace around."
"Was she alone?"
"No! It looked as if she was with a few people from her work. Maybe it was a company function of sorts. It is a bit pricey."
"Yeah! That must be it. I can't afford places like that."
"Well, Teresa looked good. Didn't look like she was dressed for work."
As Grady walked away my assistant, Bernie leaned over. "Boss she goes there a lot. My sister is a waitress at the Crab Shack. Teresa goes there several times a month with her boss, Tony DeMarco."
"How long has this been going on?"
"I don't know. Couple of months I guess."
Tony DeMarco ran Berkshire Motors. He was Teresa's immediate boss. They sold Range Rovers, Audi and Jaguars. I didn't like some of the things that I was hearing, but I should have been prepared for it.
As Bernie was leaving work, I stopped him. "Can you find out if they are going anywhere else, other than the Crab Shack, I mean? Maybe your sister would know?" He just nodded.
My simple inquiry blossomed into something that I was not expecting.
It seems that my wife and DeMarco were regulars at the Purple Onion Piano Bar, The Star Bright Dance Hall, and the Airport Holiday Inn.
Now I was Mad! Before I was indifferent, but now I was mad. She wasn't even trying to hide it.
=============================================
Who could blame her? I was a lousy husband. However it was not my fault. I tried! I tried for years. Flowers, candy, gifts, dinners out, and vacations. Nothing worked. I stopped trying.
For some reason or other, things got worse at work. I was catching little comments and snickers from some of the floor guys and a couple of the engineers. I picked up the words 'cuck' and 'loser' quite a few times. Most of the guys didn't say anything, but I got a lot of odd looks and smirks that I never noticed before. Hell, maybe it was in my imagination, but I don't think so. I started letting Bernie work the job desk and I spent more time than normal doing backroom inventory checks. I was late for work a few times and then I started to leave earlier than I normally did. It was noticed.
I started sleeping on the couch in the den. That was noticed of course, by my wife. She commented on it one time and then dropped it. There was less yard work to do this time of year, so Costco and I started going up to the farm on Fridays. After a while, I started to take Fridays off at work and spent the whole weekend away. I had plenty of vacation time accumulated. Bernie appreciated the time to work the front desk.
I was becoming very bitter. I tried to do my best to be a husband and a father. It looks like I came up short. I knew it was my fault and I knew that I should have done better. Slowly the sadness was turning to hate and anger. I had not done anything wrong. I found myself becoming a victim. I changed my political affiliation.
==============================================
It was a snowy Thursday night. I was home and the kids were home, but no Teresa. The snow was pretty heavy, and even under the circumstances, I was a bit worried. Just after nine o'clock, the phone rang.
"John, It's Teresa. I just wanted to let you know that because of the weather, I won't be able to get home tonight. Just don't call the police or do anything stupid. I will be fine."
"What does that mean? Where are you and what are you doing?"
"We are at the Philadelphia Conference Center for the New Car Expo. The snow is too heavy to drive home. Especially on the Schuylkill Expressway. We are going to stay overnight at the Radisson. Don't worry the company is going to pick up the tab. I should be back tomorrow."
"Hold up a moment. Who is this 'we' you are talking about?"
"Geeze John! It's Tony of course. Who did you think I would be down here with? Now just relax. We will be back tomorrow afternoon sometime. Take care of the kids." I think she laughed when she said that. She disconnected.
==============================================
I drove a Jeep Wrangler. I had four-wheel drive, snow tires, and a tank of gas. I grabbed a 'DeMarco Motors baseball cap out of the coat closet that Teresa used to wear at the company outings and hit the road. The kids would be fine. They didn't even know that I was home, let alone, that I left. Yes, the Schuylkill Expressway was a mess, but I did make it. When I arrived I filled up the gas and picked up a FedX overnight express envelope at a jiffy store. There was plenty of parking at the Radisson underground lot.
"I have an emergency delivery for Mister Anthony DeMarco of DeMarco Motors." I waved the Fedx Envelope very quickly and made sure the desk clerk saw my company cap. He held out his hand and I just shook my head. "Has to be hand delivered." With great hesitancy, he signed and said "Three twenty two"
DeMarco opened the door and I immediately rushed forward and hit him square on the left jaw full force. The pain in my hand was incredible. Before I could do anything else he was all over me. He was six inches taller than I was and outweighed me by at least forty pounds. I remember hearing Teresa yelling at him to stop and that was about all I remembered.
========================================
It was dark when I woke up. I could tell that I was in a hospital room by the smell and the background noises. It only took me a few seconds to put everything together. I lost my temper. I attack a man bigger than me, and I got the crap beaten out of me. I decided to think about all that later. Right now I had to take a leak.
That was never going to happen. I had so many tubes and wires hanging from different parts of my body that I quickly concluded that I was not supposed to get out of bed. I found a button by the bed rail and a few minutes later Nurse Ratchet arrived.
"I need to pee!"
"Go right ahead. You are hooked up to a catheter. You have been attached for over two days. I will notify one of the duty doctors that you are awake. He will need to talk with you. Don't go anywhere." She was snickering a bit as she walked out the door. Not being nasty, just amused by her own humor.
Doctor Cobb Alexander was a big guy. "Mister Conrad. I am glad to see that you have decided to join us. You have luckily been out of commission for the last thirty hours or so. We kept you under sedation so that you would have a better chance to start healing. Unfortunately, you have quite a few problems that had to be addressed; some minor and some major. Any questions?"
"Can I get some water?" It was difficult to talk with my jaw wired shut. Nurse Ratchet was right on it.
"To start with, you have three cracked ribs and multiple bruises on your torso. It appears that you have been beaten rather severely about the body." He flipped the page over on his clipboard.
"You have lost three teeth, and your jaw has been fractured. Your nose is broken. We are not sure at this point, but it looks as if you will lose the sight in your left eye. We will know for certain in a few more days." He paused so that I could absorb what he had said and let out a small sigh. "And sometime during all of this you managed to break your right hand."
I was cognizant enough to understand what he was saying, and at the same time drowsy from painkillers. I sort of drifted off before he was done. The next thing I knew it was morning.
============================================
"Geeze! John. It's about time you woke up. We've been sitting here over an hour." I recognized her voice immediately. I glanced over and saw Teresa with Karen and Perry. The kids didn't even bother to look up from their cell phones. I sort of nodded my head when I looked at them. I didn't feel like trying to speak. I was wondering if I could fake falling asleep.
"The snow is pretty much cleaned from the roads, but it was still a long drive to get down here. We are not going to be able to do this regularly, John. You either have to get out or get transferred to a facility closer to home. I can't be pulling the kids out of school either."
I still didn't feel like saying anything. I was wondering if my parents or brother knew that I was here.
"John! John! Do you have anything to say? We didn't come all this way just to have you lay there like a dummy." I smiled the best that I could and nodded my head. I could sort of speak; not well, but good enough to get my point across if necessary. I decided not to let Teresa know that.
Everything was silent for a few minutes. It seemed longer. Finally Teresa opened up again. "Kids! Say something to your father. We didn't come all this way for nothing."
Karen stopped playing with her phone and looked up. "Get well, Dad. Hurry home. The sidewalk needs to be shoveled." Perry didn't even bother to look up; "Yeah! Me too!" he said.
I was overwhelmed with all of the compassion and remorse.
We sat quietly for about ten more minutes. Finally, Teresa got up and gathered her things. "Come on, kids. We'll try and get back down to see you Saturday if it doesn't snow or anything. I hope that you will be a little more responsive by then." I smiled and waved with my good left hand as they left.
===========================================
Things improved greatly over the next few days. The catheter came out as did most of the tubes and wires. I was able to use the toilet by myself. Doc Alexander seemed to think that that was a big milestone. My broken jaw was not as bad as they first thought. They reset my nose. Unfortunately, I lost ninety percent of my vision in my left eye. One of the nurses did bring in an eye patch and they all seemed to have a little fun with me wearing it. They even had a dentist on staff. Boy, was I glad that I had good medical coverage?
I charged my phone and had one of the nurses call my parents. Teresa had never contacted them and they had no idea that anything had happened. My parents and brother were there the next day. I had my brother pick up the Jeep and bring it to the Hospital Parking Garage. Mom and Dad were going to get the farmhouse set up so that I could do my rehabilitation there. Mom offered to stay with me as long as needed.
Teresa and the kids never came back to the hospital.
I had a whole lot of accrued vacation time and also a generous amount of sick leave available. That would be a big help.
Four days later I was on the road to Schuylkill County and the farmhouse. I was wondering if I should notify the DMV that I was now blind in one eye. Maybe later.
I asked Dad to get Costco and bring him to the farm.
"I am sorry John, but I can't do that."
"What do you mean? Just get him and his stuff and bring him up. I am sure that Teresa and the kids won't mind."
"John! I don't know how to tell you this, but there had been some problems and The vet had to put Costco down."
"What the hell are you talking about? He was in perfect health. Why would they have to put him down?" Dad seemed reluctant to continue and Mom left the room.
"John, his injuries were too severe. The vet said that it would be cruel to try and fix him up and expensive as hell. Teresa was forced to make the decision."
"What the hell happened? Did he get hit by a car or something?"
"John! I know you are not supposed to drink while you are under medication, but do you want a beer?"
"No! Damn it. What the hell happened to my dog."
"I'll try and make this short. Tony DeMarco moved into your house about a week after your 'accident'. Costco and Tony did not get along. Tony took a belt to him one day for something or other and Costco didn't like it. He bit Tony. He bit him bad, and then Tony beat the shit out of him. Teresa at least had the good sense to take Costco to the vet, but it was too late. I picked Costco up from the vet and buried him on the hill behind the farmhouse. I'll show you where tomorrow."
I drank two beers.
Mom stayed with me for about a week. She just wanted to make sure that I could function for myself. As my ribs healed, I started to jog a little bit every day. It hurt at first.
Teresa never called. She knew where I was, but never visited or brought the kids to see me. My therapy workouts slowly turned into body-building exercises. Mom and Dad brought all of my clothes and personal belongings to the farm. Teresa did not object and actually helped load them.
I lost my job and I now had no income. I still had access to all of our family banking accounts. I was amazed that Teresa had not emptied them out. The utilities and mortgage were all on auto-pay and there was enough in the accounts to cover everything for several months yet. I assumed that Tony was taking care of all of her other expenses, plus she still had her own income which she kept separate anyhow.
Jogging and working out made me bitter. As I improved, I started taking care of things around the farm. I missed Costco. Amazingly, I did not miss any of my family.
==================================
Vengeance became important to me. I didn't want vengeance for what he did to me, I wanted it for what he did to Costco.
I had my Jeep, but I very seldom used it. If I had to get something for the farm in town I took the farm truck. It was an old F100 stick shift with a winch mounted on the bed and a plow on the front. If I had to make some trips back to Reading, I used the Jeep.
The first place that I hit was the military surplus store. I couldn't decide which taser I wanted, so I bought both of them. I also got a pack of large zip ties and a roll of duct tape. I bought a retractable baton, but I don't know why, because I had no idea how to use it.
That was the easy part.
I ended up spending almost two weeks stalking Tony DeMarco before I was able to determine where the best place would be to pick him up. Like most people, he was a creature of habit. Thursday night he met at the Mountville Tavern with some old high school buddies. Who the hell hangs out with high school friends twenty years after graduation? Anyhow, I was able to park the farm truck close to his Black Range Rover; the one with the flat tire.
Two hours later Tony came out and found his flat tire. There is no way that I could have gotten his massive body in the back of that truck without the winch. I had to zap him twice with the taser. I decided to use the zip ties and the duct tape, just to be safe. With the canvas tarp on top of him, I headed back to the farm. Costco was waiting.
Things don't always work out as planned. I had no idea how long the effects of the taser would keep Tony docile. I was sure that the zip ties and duct tape would be enough just in case. But I was worried.



I just hit the Schuylkill County line and decided that I better check. I pulled the tarp back and the truck was empty. Oh! Shit!
I was halfway back to Hamburg when I saw the flashing lights. Damn, they got there quit. Tony had not seen who attacked him, but I was still worried. I pulled over and played the part of an innocent observer. It was hard to get close enough to make out anything.
"Do you know what happened?" I casually asked one of the other onlookers.
"Yeah! It was really weird. The wife and I were just driving along and all of a sudden we saw this guy hopping down the middle of the road all tied up. We stopped the car to help him and just then a semi went roaring by about fifty and hit him head-on."
"Is he alive?"
"Hell no! He got creamed."
The EMT guys had just finished loading him as I slowly pulled out. It wasn't what I had planned, but I had a smile on my face all the way home. Of course, there was going to be a lot of questions due to the circumstances. I'll worry about that later. I hope Costco won't be too disappointed.
=================================
I didn't leave the farmhouse for the next couple of days. I was a bit worried that there might be some feedback. In fact, I was almost sure that there would be. I had no idea what to do. I started to inventory and consolidate my assets, but I didn't know why. I didn't have any plans to leave. Hell, where would I go? I set up a new online bank account. I moved everything into it, including the small college fund account that I had set up for the kids. Neither one of them was college material so I figured that would be wasted anyhow. I cashed in my insurance policies and stopped the auto pay on all of the utilities and services.
Exercising made me thirsty, so I stocked up on Yuengling Black and Tan. I exercised a lot.
=====================================
She was driving a grey Jaguar. It looked out of place in the front yard of the farmhouse. So did the high-heeled shoes. I guess a gentleman would have gotten up to greet her, but for some reason, I didn't. I just sat on the porch and waited for her.
"You are a hard man to find, John Conrad." I patted the seat of the chair beside me and handed her a cold long neck that I pulled from the ice chest aside of my chair. She sat, twisted the cap off, and took a short swig.
"I'm sorry. And who are you?"
"Wanda! Wanda DeMarco. I am Tony's wife, or should I say, widow?"
"I am sorry for your loss," I said flatly and with a slight bit of attitude. I don't know why I did it. It just seemed like the right thing to do.
She snickered slightly and took another short sip. We sat quietly for what seemed like a long time.
"Is there a particular reason for your visit Mrs DeMarco?"
"I just wanted to let you know that everything has been taken care of. You can relax. Don't do anything rash or stupid."
"I don't understand."
"John, since my husband died, I am now the owner of three car agencies, two sandwich shops, and a pizza restaurant. I also have part ownership in a car wash and an auto body shop."
"Why are you telling me all this?"
Wanda took another swig of beer. "Damn, this is good stuff!"
"Have you ever thought of relocating John?" I just smiled.
She finished her beer and got up. "What is your favorite color, John?"
As she wobbled back to her car, I yelled out, "Green." She waved in acknowledgment.
===========================
Mom and Dad spent the weekend. We talked about a lot of stuff and we carefully did not talk about a lot of stuff. Does that even make sense? They had no contact with Teresa or the kids. It seems that Teresa was making a real effort to avoid my parents. They were not happy with the situation, but seemed to understand. So far, Teresa did not seem to having any financial difficulties, as far as they knew.
Dad wanted to know how long I intended to stay at the farm. I casually mentioned that I might take an extended vacation and both my Mom and Dad got big grins on their faces. It didn't go any further than that. Unfortunately, up until that point, I had not seriously thought about a trip.
====================================
It was sort of funny watching a five-foot chunky broad getting out of a Dodge Ram Crew Cab. I thought her jeans were going to split open. Some sort of service guy got out of the driver's seat. He had on a uniform and a DeMarco baseball hat.
"Hey! Guess what? The GPS brought us right here. No problem at all. You are going to love it, John." Even though she was little her voice was sort of deep, not squeaky. I hate girls with squeaky voices.
"Who the hell are you, and what the hell are you talking about."
"Wanda said you liked green, so Dwight and I got tagged to bring this up to you. This is Dwight, by the way." she motioned toward the driver who was holding a folder full of papers.
"My name is Paula. I am Wanda's cousin; one of them. She said that I should bring you this truck and this." She held out her hand with something small and black in it. As she walked toward me, Dwight was busy laying out some papers on the porch table.
She stood in front of me and paused."You are going to have to bend over some so that I can put this on you." Dwight was sort of laughing to himself.
She fiddled around a bit, stepped back, and said "There! That's better."
"What the hell is it?"
"It's an eye patch, silly. Wanda said your eye was all screwed up from the accident. I guess they are planning on fixing it at some time, but in the meantime, this will look sort of cool on you. Sort of like 'Terry and the Pirates'."
"Who is 'Terry and the Pirates"
"Sorry! I am an old comics buff. I'll explain it to you later."
"Excuse me, Mister Conrad. Do you have your Jeep title handy?" Dwight asked.
"It's in the glove box. Why?"
"Paperwork. Always paperwork." He hustled down to the Wrangler and came back with the pink.
Twenty minutes later, I was the proud owner of a new Green Dodge Ram Crew Cab, and no longer owned my beloved Jeep.
"Paula, is there some kind of explanation you can give me?"
"Sure! We will have plenty of time for that." Paula walked Dwight back to the Jeep. They talked a few minutes. She gave him a hug and then he left; without Paula. She walked back to the house smiling.
"John, have you ever been to Pensacola?"
=======================================
It took us two days to get to Florida. Yes, we stopped overnight, and 'no' there was no sex. There was however quite a bit of conversation. I won't get into all of it. I did find out that I did not own the truck; Paula did. She did verify, however, that I no longer owned my Jeep. Somehow or other, I felt that I got screwed in that deal, but I was not sure yet. Although we were in Pensacola, we ended up staying at the DeMarco condo in Orange Beach. Once we got settled in, Paula took charge. I got a new phone; in her name. I got two new credit cards; in her name. The truck was in her name. The condo was in her name;(sort of). I don't think I even had a name anymore.
I don't know how it happened, but that little spitfire took over my life and I let her. She also took control of my sex life. The first night at the condo was quite an experience. I still didn't know what was going on, but I didn't feel in too big a hurry to find out. I was confused and totally disorientated.
My life became a party. We spent a lot of time on the beach the first few weeks, but slowly we started venturing out. Movies, plays, flea markets, and any other events that we could dig up. Although I had plenty of money with me, we were using the new credit cards almost all of the time. We took several trips to Biloxi, but neither of us was too interested in the casino scene.
My parents knew that I had left the farmhouse and that I was all right. I finally called them after three months. The first five minutes of our conversation were spent insuring them that I was not having any problems.
"How are Teresa and the kids doing? I haven't heard a thing from them since I left."
Although they were on the speaker phone, Dad seemed to monopolize the conversation. "They are gone! I am not sure but I think they might be in Frackville with Teresa's sister."
"What exactly happened?"
"I'm not sure, but she did try to borrow money from us when the utilities were turned off. We turned her down of course. I drove by the house a week later, and the place looked deserted. The grass hadn't been mowed and the trash wasn't being picked up. One of the neighbors said that she lost her job and might have moved in with her sister, but they were not certain."
"Was there any news about DeMarco's death?"
"Every once in a while, something pops up, but nothing substantial. The papers and TV keep inferring that it was a mob hit of some type. No one ever contacted us about you. As far as we can determine, they are not interested in you at all. It sort of died down."
"Have you seen the kids at all?"
"We tried, but neither Teresa nor the kids were interested in getting together. I got the feeling that we were bothering them."
"I feel sorry for the kids. I don't know what I did wrong. I don't have any idea what I can do for them right now."
"John, now that things seem to have cooled off a bit, where the hell are you?" I am sure he heard me laughing when he said that.
"Dad! Mom! Just think of sun, sand, and warm water. I am fine. I don't need anything and I am not having any problems. I am sure I will get tired of all of this soon, but in the mean time I am going to relax and enjoy myself. Oh yes! Just in case you are curious; 'No' I am not alone."
=================================
The condo had a nice little balcony. The odd thing was that it did not look over the Gulf of Mexico but the Inter-coastal Waterway. It was lot more interesting to watch the boat traffic than sand beach. It was great place for morning coffee.
"Paula! How long are we expected to play this out?"
"I wasn't supposed to say anything, but Wanda said we should stay here until at least October."
"And then what?"
"I don't know. She never discussed it further than that."
"Well, what do you want to do?" She just looked at me and sort of shrugged.
"Do you have anything to go back to? Anybody you have to see?"
"Not really! After my fiance dumped me, I was sort of wallowing around in self-pity. Wanda was pissed at how I was handling it. I was living on her dime, so she made me an offer; take you to Florida or get a job. You were the lesser of two evils." She actually laughed when she said that and leaned over and poked me in the ribs.
"Seriously Paula, we can't just play house forever, especially with Wanda paying for it. Isn't there anything you are interested in?"
"Are you serious? Do you really want to know? Well okay! I want you to get a job. I want to move into a small house in a subdivision and I want to have three kids. Satisfied."
We sat there for what seemed like several minutes. "Do you want to go over to Wolves Bay and get some Gumbo later today?"
==================================
I got a job at Costco in Huntsville, Alabama.
Paula got a three-bedroom house in Harvest, Alabama.
We had three kids; two boys and a girl.
We are happily living in sin. It was easier that way.
We got a dog.
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Rewards of Discretion
This is a repost of a 2010 story that has been edited.
I was a rich and powerful man; no brag, just fact. I had money, position, and respect. I also had a quite beautiful wife. She was fitting of my stature, but I had acquired her under false pretenses. There lies my dilemma.
In the 1960's, a man in my position needed a wife. Although I am very competent at almost everything I do, I have weaknesses. One of them, which was a big one, was dealing with the opposite sex. The biggest difficulty I have ever faced was finding a suitable woman to be my bride and convincing her to marry me. Finding a woman was easy with my wealth and position, but weeding out the gold diggers made it a lot harder. A woman will tell you anything if she has a chance to marry for money; at least most of them will.
Marisol was different. I courted her in the old fashion way and I truly believed that she accepted my marriage proposal because she was attracted somewhat to me, and not to my money. She was sincere about our relationship and it made my decision easier. She was attractive with Mediterranean features and a robust body. Although she was a few years younger than I was, we were compatible as a couple.
During our year-long courtship, we were never intimate. I think she was willing, but it just was not possible. I never told her why until our honeymoon. She cried the entire night. I was never certain if she was crying for me or herself.
I am, and always have been, totally unable to achieve an erection. All of my money and all of the fancy doctors in the world were unable to help. The medical journals claimed that in thirty or forty years they would have pills and devices that could help me, but there was nothing as of now. I craved the intimacy that I knew I would never have, but I also craved companionship. My deception was cruel, but if I had told her before the wedding, I was afraid that she would have never gone through with it.
To compensate for my deception, I went overboard. I spared nothing when I bought her jewelry, clothing, and trinkets. She seemed to realize that I was trying to atone for the deception and was as gracious as could be expected under the circumstances.
Marisol was more than willing to teach me the skills needed to orally satisfy her. I was an eager and willing student, but it still left a large gap in our sexual relationship.
We shared the same bedroom and the same bed. She was always more than willing to cuddle and kiss. Our home life was pleasant and she was a perfect companion at any social events. I felt guilty about how I tricked her into the marriage, but she never seemed to hold it against me.
Tonight, after five years, it was necessary to approach the dilemma differently.
The servants were gone for the evening and we were sitting quietly in the drawing room. She was deeply engrossed in one of the latest mystery novels and I was staring blankly at a copy of one of today's financial journals.
"Marisol. Could we talk for a few minutes?"
"Of course, Henry. What would you like to talk about?"
"Your demeanor for the last few months. You seem to be depressed. I miss your perkiness."
I put my paper down and watched her closely.
"I am sorry, Henry. You are right, of course. I'll try and do a little better."
"No. No. That is not acceptable. I don't want you to have to try to be happy. I want you to be happy. Putting on a phony front just won't do it."
Marisol dog-eared the page that she was reading and put the book down. "Can you be a little bit more specific, dear? What exactly would you like me to do? What would be acceptable?"
She was not being arrogant or argumentative. She was asking in an honest, forthright manner.
"I have something in mind, however, I want to make sure that the solution that I propose is acceptable to you before I implement it."
"You are being too cryptic, Henry. You know that I am not as clever as you are. What do you have in mind? Did I do something to displease you in any way? If so, I am sorry and I will be careful not to do it again."
"You know I don't like it when you do that."
"What, dear?"
"Blame yourself like that. Our relationship is perfect, except for the problem that I brought into it. The one that we never discuss. You cannot be responsible for that. It belongs on my shoulders and mine alone. I am not accusing you of anything. I love you too much to do that."
She gave me a small smile when I mentioned that I loved her. She didn't return the compliment, but that was okay because under the circumstances it would have sounded phony anyway.
"Marisol. Three months ago everything was fine. You seemed happy and the marriage was good. All of a sudden, things became gloomy. Can you explain what happened?"
I noticed a small tear in her eye. I had entered a sensitive area; one that I had little experience with. I could negotiate great financial and political matters with no problem, but I was unable to talk with my wife about personal things.
Marisol looked over at me without speaking. Her dark eyes glistened from the moisture of her tears. She was struggling to look calm but was slowly losing the battle. My conversation was drifting into areas that we always avoided. She didn't want to go there, but then, neither did I.
"Darling, why did you stop seeing Timothy Hancock?"
She gave me a startled look and then buried her head in her hands. She was now visibly crying, but still trying to hide it.
I got up and poured us both a glass of Rose. I was now upset with myself because I brought this grief upon her. She nodded a small thank you as she took the wine from me.
"Henry. If you know about Timothy then you know why I stopped seeing him."
Things were quiet for a few moments. We both took small sips from our glasses and Marisol attempted to wipe away some of the tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand. It didn't work.
"Timothy seemed like a nice fellow. What did he do to displease you?"
"If you must know, he didn't do anything. I decided to stop seeing him."
Marisol got up and walked across the room. She returned with a small box of tissues and started to blow her nose.
"Why?"
"Why what?"
"Why the hell did you stop seeing him?"
"Because I was starting to like him. He was a great guy and I didn't want anything to happen to him."
"That doesn't make sense."
"Can I have some more wine, please?"
I filled both glasses and sat down.
"Were you afraid that I would think that you were going to run off with him or something?"
"No, Henry, I would never leave you. You are my life and my love. Don't you ever believe that I would forsake you for another? I love you, Henry. I truly and deeply love you."
"That is comforting to know. I guess what I am trying to say is that you seemed so much happier when you were spending time with him."
"Damn it, Henry. Quit talking in circles. It is quite obvious that you know that I was having an affair with Timothy. I didn't want you to find out, but we all know that it is impossible to keep secrets from a man like you, isn't it?"
"You didn't want to hurt me?"
Marisol looked at me with pleading, innocent eyes. What I said was true, but it was hard for her to admit that without doing exactly what she was trying to avoid doing. She didn't want to hurt me.
"Are you upset with me for being unfaithful?"
"No dear. You made every effort to be discreet. I have never been upset with you. It is totally my fault for not being up-front with you before the wedding."
"Don't say that. You couldn't help it. Just because you couldn't perform in the bedroom does not make you less of a husband. I do love you, Henry. Always remember that, no matter what happens."
I smiled at my wife and she seemed to relax a little.
"It was my weakness that made me connect with Timothy. I should have been stronger. I should have resisted. If you are going to blame anyone, Henry, blame me."
"Marisol, don't talk like that. I created the problem and you just took it upon yourself to find a solution. You were doing the right thing to correct a wrong that I created."
"Should I have talked to you first? Would that have made it all right?"
"Why didn't you?"
"I was afraid that it would open up some wounds that were best covered. I always tried not to do anything that would draw attention to your problem. Discussing something like that could be very sensitive to your ego. I didn't want to hurt you."
"So you decided to cheat?"
"That is harsh, Henry. It wasn't cheating. I was just looking for a solution that would not hurt you. I am sorry. It was a poor choice on my part."
"Actually, it wasn't that bad. Your whole demeanor changed for the better."
"What do you mean?"
"When you were seeing your lovers, you seemed happier and more carefree. You were fun to be around and it made the whole marriage better."
"You always knew and you never said anything. Why?"
"When you were happy, I was happy."
"But, why?" She was stammering, trying to look for words. "If it didn't bother you, why did you..?"
It was an incomplete sentence. Even under the circumstances, she couldn't bring herself to admit more than she had already. I had put her into a corner and left her with no way out.
Marisol was waiting for me to explain what I had done to her previous lovers. At some time during her first few months with Timothy, she had figured out that her former lovers had disappeared for a reason. She was right of course, because I had made them disappear. She made the connection but was afraid to confront me.
"Is that why you stop seeing Timothy?"
She gave me a quizzical look. All she knew was that her two former sex partners had left without saying a word. Apparently, she concluded that I had discovered her dalliances and caused her lovers to vanish. She was right of course. They were both dead and would not be seen or heard from again.
"Yes. At some time during my relationship with Timothy, I started to like him. In fact Henry, I think I was falling in love with him. Not the same way that I love you, but different. I wasn't looking to replace you, but I was looking to fill the voids that existed between us. With the others, it was just sex, but with Timothy, it was more than that. It was satisfying and filling. I think that he loved me and it showed. He didn't want me just for the sex. I had to get rid of him. He had to go."
"Why? If he was completing you, why did you abandon him?"
"I didn't abandon him. I was trying to save him."
"From what?"
"From you, damn it. From you and from me."
"It wasn't the same, Marisol. Nothing was the same."
"Henry, I didn't want to share my love for you with him. I love you Henry and that will never stop, but I was afraid that as my feelings for him grew, my feelings for you would diminish. I couldn't take that chance."
"Is that it?"
"No. I also didn't want him to get hurt or mysteriously disappear." For some reason, she gave me an impish little grin when she said that.
"John Turrell was bragging to all of his golf buddies about the sex sessions that he was having with you. He seemed to think it was macho to be hanging the horns on a man of my position. Daniel Baskins was planning on getting some explicit photos of the two of you together and then blackmailing you. You did a poor job of selecting your first two lovers.'
Marisol groaned as she buried her head in her hands again.
"I am so sorry, Henry. I tried so hard to keep it from you, but I had no way of controlling them."
I filled the wine glasses again.
"Timothy on the other hand is an up-right guy."
She sat straight up in her chair. "What does that mean?"
"He is smart, hard-working, and very discreet."
"What are you trying to say?"
"I talked to him yesterday."
"About what? You didn't threaten him or anything did you? I haven't seen him in three months, Henry. Honest."
"No. I just interviewed him for a position."
"What kind of position?"
"I decided that I needed a personal assistant. It is a 24/7 type job and it would require him to live here at the house."
"This is a joke of some kind. You are not being funny, Henry."
"Timothy and I spent three hours together yesterday. He was quite nervous at first, but by the time we were done, we were the best of friends. I can see why you were attracted to him."
"Henry, you are not gay, are you?"
"No, dear. Not at all."
"Are you saying that it is going to be all right for Timothy and I to get together here at the house?"
"I insist upon it. I don't want you running around to motels and such and I don't want you to have to keep secrets from me. Of course, I don't expect you to flaunt your sexual escapades in front of me either."
"Open, but discreet."
"Exactly."
"I love you, Henry Wilcox. You are the best husband a woman could ever have."
By this time, she was on my lap. I was rewarded with a few great kisses, that were not at all platonic.
"Come on, Henry. Let's go to bed. I'll give you a really great back rub."
"You know, Marisol. I wouldn't mind a Henry Wilcox Junior running around the house either. Do you think that you and Timothy could take care of that?"
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A Business Agreement
We were halfway to the Country Club, and there had been no conversation. That was very unusual. I didn't want to chat, and I assumed that she was a little too keyed up. I held off as long as I could.
"Marsha, you still have time to change your mind. You know that I am not totally into this."
"We have been over this time and time again. We are going to do this. I know that you are still a bit hesitant, but believe me, it will make a big difference."
"Okay! We have beaten that horse to death, and I am not going to continue it. You know how I feel about it, and I know how you feel about it. The discussion is closed."
As we turned into the driveway leading up to the clubhouse, Marsha checked her hair and makeup one last time.
==============================================
Marsha and I have been married for twenty-four years. We have two boys who are now in college and have been empty nesters for several years now. About three years ago, Marsha began discussing swinging. Not as a group thing, but rather just discrete partner swapping. I nixed the idea from the start. She knew all the reasons why it would be a good idea, and I knew all the reasons why it would be a bad idea. I won't bother rehashing all of those conversations. The end result was that I finally agreed, as long as it was all above board. I told her to set it up, and I would go along with whatever she decided.
About four years ago, Marsha started working as a receptionist in a local dentist's office. She enjoyed what she was doing and having the extra money, which we didn't really need. The couple we were meeting tonight was Lionel Weller, her boss, and his wife, Estelle. I had met Lionel several times, but I had never met his wife. Marsha insisted that she was gorgeous and that I would be very pleased with the arrangement. Of course, I always thought that it was very suspicious that her choice for a swinging partner would end up being her boss. Very suspicious.
=================================================
Fifteen years ago, I got together with two college friends, and we started a small business, which eventually evolved into a company. We decided to accumulate abandoned commercial buildings, rehab them, and rent them out. Jim Ingram's father, a local banker, agreed to finance our efforts. John Harlow's family was the biggest Real Estate company in the area and ready to help. They donated our first building. I had nothing to offer except my engineering degree and a willingness to work. John and Jim each got forty percent of the new company, and I got the remaining twenty percent. I couldn't complain. The company grew rapidly, and today it is worth well over ten million dollars.
====================================================
Lionel and Estelle were already seated at the table when we entered. We shook hands, he introduced his wife and we spent the first few minutes in idle chat. The meal was great and the wine even better. Lionel insisted that it was all his treat. How could I complain?
I made a real effort to be friendly and congenial, but all the while I was quietly laughing inside. How could two people be so stupid? The band started up, and Lionel, the perfect gentleman, asked permission to dance with my wife. How could I refuse? As my wife and her paramour started for the dance floor, I looked over at my female companion, and we both started to softly laugh, without being obvious.
"Ginger! I thought that you retired."
"I did, Robert. About two months ago."
"Do you want to explain this?"
"The money was too good to pass up. I told them that I wasn't working anymore, but they insisted. Eight thousand dollars for one night. I figured that I could squeeze it in."
"You got eight thousand by pretending to be his wife for one night. That's pretty damn good. Did you know that I was the mark?"
"No! Absolutely not. I'm a professional Robert. I don't work that way."
"You said 'they insisted'. Is my wife aware of what is going on?"
"Robert! She is the one who picked me for the job. She said she wanted the best. She decided on using the name Estelle."
Lionel and Marsha were just starting their third dance.
As our company grew, we used Ginger's services often to close deals or get local government approval for improvement projects.
She never failed to impress. It was always money well spent. She was the utmost professional.
"Tell me about your retirement plans. When, where, and with whom."
"I sold my condo, and I am leaving Monday morning for Boquete."
"Where the hell is Boquete?"
"Panama, silly. I bought a condo there six months ago. All my stuff is on the way there now."
"I don't know what to say. You appeared to have done a lot better job of planning than I did."
"What does that mean?"
I leaned back in the chair and sighed. "Can we get some more wine?"
Ginger laughed and waved over the server.
"As you can imagine, I had anticipated what was going to happen tonight. I have left the company. Jim and John have bought out my share and will be paying me monthly for the next twenty years. Marsha knows nothing about it. I have a Go-Bag in the trunk of the car with all of the stuff that I am taking from the marriage."
"What kind of stuff?"
"Passport, birth certificate, DD214, medical information, and other similar things. I figure that I can buy new clothes and whatever else I need when I get wherever I am going."
"And where is that?"
"I have no idea. I imagine I will end up some place warm, but that is as far as I have thought about so far."
"What about your house?"
"Marsha doesn't know it, but it belongs to the company. Always has. She doesn't need it. She will have the new doctor."
"Divorce?"
"Not unless she does it."
The new wine arrived, and Ginger poured two glasses. She was thinking.
"Robert! I have one small problem. I am moving to a foreign country all by myself. I have a few anxieties about going there all alone. If you have some free time, do you think you might be able help me out?"
The statement was so ridiculous that both of us burst out laughing at the same time. Just then, Lionel and Marsha were returning from the dance floor.
"Oh great! I see that you two seem to be getting along quite well." Marsha was grinning. Ginger and I both just nodded our heads and smiled back.
=====================================================
Life in Boquete was wonderful for the first year, and then Ginger got pregnant.
"OOPS"
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Aloha Sedona
It took us two hours to get here and another two hours to get everything unloaded and put away. It was our daughters first day at college. I was beginning to think that this day would never get here. As we were pulling out, our daughter waved to my wife and yelled 'Aloha', and then laughed. My loving wife, smiled and waved back. It was going to be a long two hours until we got back home.
We had just cleared the congestion and entered the interstate, when I decided that I had to ask.
"Sharon, what the hell was that all about?"
"What are you talking about?"
"That 'Aloha' crap?"
"Oh, grow up, John. She was just being cute. You know how she gets sometimes. Kids say silly things now days."
"I'm sorry, but that didn't sound like a silly thing. What the hell is going on?"
"John! I am tired. It has been a long day and I would like to relax a bit. Can we just stop all this drama. Save it until we get home." She turned toward the window and got comfortable. I think I was just put in my place and told to shut up; again. This was my normal, or should I say our normal. The last three years normal.
================
Sharon and I married right out of high school. I wanted regular sex and she wanted to get away from her parents. It was a perfect match. I started out as an apprentice brick mason and she worked for one of the local insurance processing companies, pushing paper. We had all of the normal ups and downs that newly wed couples had. Shelly came two years later and that seemed to end our breeding endeavors. We concentrated all our energy on raising our daughter and paying off our house. We weren't fanatics about the house payoff, and we still enjoyed plenty of vacations and other fun activities. I thought things were pretty good. What did I know.
When Shelly hit puberty she started bonding with her mother a lot more than she did me. I tried to stay involved as a dad, but slowly things changed. Shelly and Sharon became a couple, and dad was relegated to being the bread winner. I tried, I really did, but nothing seemed to work. At the same time Sharon and I seemed to drift apart. We were still a couple for all appearances, but there was no loving or affection. Again, I tried all the usually things. Again, nothing worked. We still had sex, but it was totally platonic.
The house was paid off. We refinanced it to cover all of Shelly's college expenses.
I wasn't much of a reader or sports fan. About five years ago I took up oil painting. I taught myself by watching a guy paint on YouTube. After supper, while my girls were bonding, I would quietly disappear and paint. The first couple of years, I really sucked, but I kept at it. It helped to keep me from going bonkers. It did nothing to save my marriage however.
My wife became surly and seemed to enjoy being a bitch. It was about this time that I decided to just give up. We stopped having sex, but continued to share the bed.
==============
The two hour drive back home was quiet. She went to take a shower and I went to paint. After a couple of hours painting I would be able to sleep better.
We always had breakfast together. Never anything elaborate. I usually had an English muffin with peanut butter. Supper was usually catch as catch can. Sharon was quite adapt at putting something together in a short time.
Friday, during supper, I got the explanation.
"John! I am leaving on a two week vacation tomorrow."
I glanced up at her and kept eating. "I assume that was the reason for Shelly's goodbye?" It was a comment, worded as a question.
She squirmed in her chair and just nodded.
"So who will you be going to Hawaii with?"
"Phil Burton."
I got up from the table and grabbed my coat. As I walked out the door, I looked over my shoulder and said "Aloha".
Phil Burton worked with Sharon at Amalgamated Insurance for the last five years or so. I met him several times, but did not know him well. Apparently my wife did.
Yes, I was mad, but what really pissed me off is the fact that my daughter was fully aware of what was going on. I drove to Pottsville and spend the next two days with my brother Thom and his wife. Thom worked for Yuengling. I hope he got an employee discount because I over indulged on the Black and Tan.
===================
The first thing that I did Monday morning was close the college fund that I had set up for Shelly. I still had enough cash to get a clear deed on the house again. While the bank was processing all that paperwork, I was able to cancel the home owners insurance. I had the gas, water and electric disconnected. Bobby Conrad from Empire Construction agreed to take down the house and dispose of all the debris for eighteen thousand dollars. That included all of the permits. They could get them a lot easier than I could. They also had to take out all of the foundation, driveway and sidewalks.
==============================
I got everything that I wanted out of the house. All I took was a few clothes, my painting supplies and my Harley. I could have sold off a lot of stuff or even donated it, but I was too damn pissed off. I didn't even empty the refrigerator. I did sell Sharon's Accord however. After stashing all of the things at my brothers house, I took the bike and went looking for Hector.
Hector Cordetti and I grew up in the projects. We were not blood brothers or anything like that; just friends. About ten years ago Hector was trying to start up a small business laying sod. He had worked for a landscaper for several years and knew what he was doing but just could not get his foot in the door. New Castle Homes had a small development going near Fleetwood. I had been doing brick work for them for several years. The contractor agreed to let Hector do a few of the spec homes. One thing led to another and pretty soon, Hector had a nice little thriving business going. Yes! He felt obligated to me and 'yes' I intended to take advantage of it.
We met at the Pig Pit. His choice not mine.
"Hector, my good friend. I need a favor."
He sort of snickered a little. "Why would I want to do a favor for you?"
I didn't have time to answer because the waitress was shoving two orders of ribs in the middle of the table. We were already on our second order of longnecks. I don't think he was expecting an answer anyhow.
"Okay John! What is it that you want?"
"I need three things." He dumped half the bottle of Tabasco on his ribs and nodded to me.
"First; I need you to take care of my Fat Bob for a while. I have to leave town. My arthritis is bothering me. Just so that there will be no problem I will leave you the title. Can you handle that?"
"There is something that you are not telling me, my friend. I am not not that stupid and we didn't drink enough beer yet."
"Okay! Two! I have a lot that is one hundred feet wide and two hundred feet deep. It will be cleared, but I need it leveled and totally sodded."
"Okay! Things are beginning to clear up now. I can't wait to hear what number three will be."
"I need you to locate a guy named Phil Burton, who works at Amalgamated Insurance and put him in the hospital."
"Now things are starting to make sense. Do we have a time frame for this and a location?"
"It's my house, Hector. You know where it is. I need it done right after Empire is finished clearing the lot. No later than the fifteenth of the month. The earlier the better."
Hector waved the waitress over to get two move beers. "How much hospital time?"
"A week or so. Don't go overboard."
Before leaving I gave Hector the pink slip for the bike. He could pick it up later.
==========================
I scraped together all the ready cash that I could. Since I didn't want to go to the trouble of selling all the junk in the house, I told Bobby to have an open house. They stripped the place pretty clean; furniture, appliances, clothes and tools.
I watched the first day. I spent most of the time explaining to the neighbors that we were going to be building a new house. It was easier to do it that way. I was still staying with my brother and drove back and forth. Hector stopped by the third day just to see how things were going, and so he could plan for sod delivery. Bobby agreed to dump several loads of top soil when he finished, but Hector would have to spread it.
Everything came together on time. Hectors crew was already laying sod when I stopped by for the last time. There was not one tree or shrub left on the lot. In two days, Sharon would be home and I would be in Sedona, Arizona.
Why Sedona? That's a good question, but the answer is a bit weak. I read an 'Arizona Highways' magazine at the dentist office years ago and I remembered the pictures of rock formations around the area. I was going to spend a lot of my new life painting and I decided that I wanted to paint rocks; big rocks. Good place to go paint, but a bad place as far as housing costs. I had no idea it cost so damn much to live in Arizona. I was going to have to make some adjustments.
============================
My pockets were fat. I took a big hit with the loss of the house, but I had expected that. I wasn't going to cling on for the last cent, but I was going to take the easy stuff. No divorce in my plans because I had no thoughts of getting remarried. I had to find a place to live.
A lot of old people go to Arizona to retire. They buy mobile homes in trailer parks. They pay trailer park fees, similar to Home Owners Associations. These monthly fees can get a bid pricey due to inflation over the years. When the retirees die, the heirs are stuck with having to pay the park fees. It gets a lot more complicated that that, but what I ended up doing was finding an heir and convincing him to let me help him.
He was mowing a lawn around a small single wide trailer. It was not much of a lawn, but it still had to be mowed. There was a 'For Sale' sign on the front door.
"Hey! You got a minute to talk?" I had to sort of yell so that he could hear me over the noise of the mower.
"Yeah! I could use a break. What can I do for you?"
"Are you having any luck selling the place?"
"Nope! It has been over a year now. I think the park fees chase everybody away. Most of the resells here sit for years."
"Can you just walk away?"
"No. We had to cosign to get Dad in and we didn't read the papers very well. Hell, we didn't read them at all. It ended up that we had obligated ourselves to continue with the park fees until the trailer sold. We are sort of stuck."
"Can you just give it away?"
"Not until someone takes over the fees."
"If I agree to pay the park fees and keep up the house will
you let me live here for free. I'll even agree to show the place to any interested buyers."
"Why would I do that?"
"You won't have to mow the grass for starters, and you won't have to pay the monthly fees."
We haggled for another hour or so and I ended up with a place to live, but at a heavy expense. The trailer park fees were more that the trailer rent would have been. After looking at apartments and houses in the area, it was worth a try. To simplify things, we decided that I would paid him rent of one hundred dollars a month. That kept me from being obligated to the park.
=======================================
My housing dilemma was now solved. I got all settled in. After taking care of my drivers license and car title, I stopped by Home Depot. They did a quick drug test and criminal background check, and I got myself an orange Home Depot vest. I even got to select my shift preferences; early morning and weekends.
After I got settled in I did a personal search on my name. After many hours, I finally decided to pick four names and dig deeper. It was sort of fun and a little bit devious. The four that I picked were all about my age. Once I started tracking them down, they each took on a life of their own. It was easy to get family data, previous addresses, school alumni information, employment and professional memberships. I even got the social security numbers on two of them. I concentrated on those two and in a few weeks I had a complete life history. I had no idea what I was going to do with this information. I had no intention of ghosting someone or stealing their identity, but I was hoping that by having that info, I could direct someone away from me. Maybe.
I was still using my real name and SSN at work and on my car registration and such. I was not doing anything illegal. I just wanted some fodder to mislead anyone who came poking around. Probably a waste of time, but it was fun setting it up, even if I never needed it.
======================================
It was time to call home.
"Hector, my friend! It's John. How is the Harley working for you?"
"Aw John! I didn't think I would hear from you again. The Harley is great, but I am really not using it. Let me know if, and when you want it back. But, more important, how are you?"
"Good! I am good. I have a job, a place to live and no nagging wife."
"Yeah! You dodged that bullet. Things were hectic here for a while. They kept trying to figure out what had gone wrong and I think they just confused themselves. Your wife was royally pissed."
"Did you see her or talk to her?"
"I didn't talk to her, but I was there when she came home. Bobby Conrad and I sat across the street and watched as she screamed at the police and even some of the neighbors. The police finally had to threaten her to calm her down. After about an hour or so, a guy pulled up in a silver Lexus and picked her up. I think she saw me, but she didn't say anything."
"So, how does the sod look?" Hector sort of snickered.
"Not so good. John, I did a good job installing it and I used good sod, but it never got watered. A little bit of rain helped, but a newly sodden lawn really needs to get watered."
"Don't sweat it. I am happy so you should be happy."
"So what are you going to do now?"
"Just relax and get settled in. I am going to start painting pretty soon. There are a lot of nice art galleries in the area. I hope to get to all of them. In the mean time, you have my number. If anything interesting comes up, give me a call."
"You are my hero John. Take care of your self."
==========================================
Work was going well. They were more that happy to let me work the early morning shifts and weekends. They even let us have a little say so about which departments we wanted to work in, although some times it was in areas where I was not very competent in. I got comfortable. I flourished.
So far, nobody seemed to be looking for me for anything. Knock on wood.
I turned one of the bedrooms into a small studio. My first choice was to paint in oils, but even with odorless solvents, I was afraid of smelling the place up. I stuck with acrylics. My choice was to concentrate on painting rocks, mountains and rough scenery. However I quickly decided that I didn't want to paint outside, because of the heat. The solution was to take photographs and paint from them. My YouTube tutor, MJS, did that all the time, so I figured that I could too.
I picked up a nice camera and placed it at one of my favorite rock formation sites. It was easy to set it up to take a photo every hour from six AM to nine PM. They were all the same picture, but the lighting was different in each one of them. It gave me a lot to work with. I had to teach myself how to transfer the picture outlines from the computer to the canvases (sheet rock). It made things a lot easier. I was in heaven. I had a good supply of scrap dry wall pieces to practice on. I'll save the canvas board until later.
=========================================
Several months passed with no tragic episodes of any kind. Works was good and I actually got a small raise after my probation period was over.
I had no contact from home. I finally convinced myself that nobody gave a damn about me. However, I did get a short text from Hector. He just wanted to let me know that an old friend of ours had just spent four days in the Community General Hospital.
My painting habits had become a bit weird. I picked out my favorite rock photos and concentrated on just painting them only; over and over again. I critiqued the hell out of them. Then I repainted them and changed or added what I felt was necessary to satisfy my critical eye. It was not unusual to do eight or ten paintings of the same picture. I was making good use out of the dry wall scraps from work. I never felt that any of them were good enough to sell however.
On my days off I would visit the galleries. There were so many that I felt I would never get to them all. The more I painted, the better I became at appreciating the art that I saw on display. I made mental notes of things that I liked and that I didn't like. I started to do a few paintings of cacti. Then a few more. Eventually everyone of my rock paintings had some cactus. I was partial to the prickly-pear.
I became infatuated with the depth effect I could get when I combined my beloved rocks with the close cactus. Adding some beautiful Arizona late day sunshine, punched it up a bit more. I was getting better, but I was still afraid that it was my ego talking. I reached a point when I needed a third party opinion.
============================================
My work schedule had become routine and comfortable. I spend a large part of my day in the garden shop loading and unloading bags of mulch, fertilizer and top soil. I lost almost thirty pounds. I felt good and actually looked good; well better.
My painting was improving. I went to my strengths. I was terrible at painting flowers and leafy plants, so I avoided them. I got pretty good at painting gravel and rocks, so I tended to lean towards them. I liked shadows and contrast. I didn't paint animals or people.
One day a week I spend at galleries. I tried to stay within an hours drive from Sadona. That is where I met Sabrina. No! She wasn't a teenager and she wasn't a witch; just a good looking middle aged woman.
"You have been looking at that Ellenshaw for almost twenty minutes. Are you going to buy it?" She had stuck up quietly behind me.
I stammered a bit. "No! Just wondering how a Disney artist ended up in an Arizona Gallery?"
"I take it that you are familiar with his work. Do you appreciate photo realism?" I never noticed that she had sat down on the bench aside of me.
"I think I am more envious than appreciative. He makes it look so easy." We sat quietly for a few moments.
"I take it that you are then an artist of sorts?." She posed it as a question.
"I am trying. I am not good enough yet to be called an artist, but I am working on it. I make as many trips to galleries as I can to look at how the professional do it. It is both depressing and enlightening."
"Depressing?" She raised an eyebrow.
"Yeah! I look at their works and realize that I will probably never get close to what they have achieved. Some days I just want to quit trying and other days it makes me work harder."
She laughed. "What is your alternative?"
"Take up fishing, I guess."
"In Arizona? You do have a weird sense of humor."
We sat looking at the landscape for a few more minutes. "Would you like to go get some lunch?" I asked.
"I'd love to."
==============================================
We dated. We made love. I was still married and she was aware of that. The trailer that I was renting was finally sold and I ended up moving in with Sabrina.
Sabrina was an Air Force widow. She had two grown children and was living in a Del Webb community in Cottonwood. She was comfortable financially, and did not have to work. Her house came with a casita. She used part of it as a studio to make copper enamel jewelry. There was plenty of room for my painting endeavors.


===============================================
My timing was perfect. My boss at Home Depot informed me that some type of investigator had shown up looking for me. To save him any grief, I quit. He seemed relived. I had enough money put aside to live comfortably with Sabrina without becoming a sponge on her. I assumed all of the traditional male house keeping duties with no problem. At least I didn't have any grass to mow.
This arrangement went on for several months. While I was painting, she was enameling, or what ever that entails. We still made the gallery visits. Sabrina had arrangements with a half dozen tourist type gifts shops and some hotels to sell her jewelry on consignment. It didn't make her a lot of money but it did give her a lot of satisfaction and an ego lift. She felt good because people appreciated her work enough to spend some money to buy it. I still refuse to sell or display anything.
Into every life a little rain must fall. It was the middle of April and Sabrina came down with severe stomach pains. Two days later she had her gall bladder removed. The recovery was not traumatic, but she she did require a bit of tender loving care for a couple of days. I was more than willing. And that was when I got a bigger surprise.
I heard the rumble a quarter of a mile away. It was a Harley. It was a Harley with a timing problem. I owned my Fat Bob for twelve years and I knew exactly what it was supposed to sound like. I waited to see if it might drive by the house, but it didn't. It pulled right onto the drive way. I've seen pictures of bikes like this, but this was the first time I got to see one up close and in person. It was a Rat Bike; dirty, rusty, and held together with baling wire and duct tape. The seat looked like it came off of a farm tractor and the saddle bags didn't match. It even smelled nasty.
The quiet was refreshing when he turned the beast off. It made a series of little clicks and clacks as the engine started to cool. He was an average sized guy, but as rough looking as his machine. He was dirty, unkempt and sweaty. He removed his weird pilot type goggles as he dismounted and turned towards me.
"Who the hell are you and what are you doing at my mothers house?"
Aah! The wayward son has returned. Sabrina talked about him occasionally, but never mentioned what he did, where he lived or the fact that he was a hard core biker. He had a vest on, but wore it inside out. Interesting.
"I'm John. I'm taking care of your mother while she is recuperating." I held out my hand and he took it while giving me the side eye. It was a regular, normal handshake. He didn't try any of that phony macho shit.
"Steve. Steve Parker. Recuperating? Recuperating from what."
"They took out her gall bladder Monday. She's fine right now and I am sure she would love to see you. You know the way, I assume."
While Steve was seeing his mother I grabbed a cold longneck and a lawn chair. I sat by the Fat Bob and went over the whole bike from the front to the rear, making mental notes of all the weird modifications that turned it into a full fledged Rat. I was totally fascinated.
Steve came out with a beer a bit later and grabbed his stuff out of the saddle bags. He was going to stay in the casita for a few days and promised his mom that he would not bother the paintings or her copper works. He stopped for a moment gave gave me a sly look.
"Hey, John. Do you want to ride it. You seem to enjoy the hell out of looking at it, why not take it for a spin." I had never mentioned to him that not only had I owned a motorcycle, but that I actually owned a Fat Bob, almost exactly like his, except fully stock. He had a little smirk on his face when I slid into the seat and started it with no trouble. I laid rubber half way down the street. The smirk quickly disappeared. He was laughing when I came back ten minutes later and handed me a cold longneck. "I think I got put in my place. You rode before haven't you?"
"Since I was sixteen. You need to get your timing fixed." We clicked the two bottles together and both had a good laugh.
Six months later, Steve was still there. He had no trouble getting a job welding. Sabrina and I enjoyed spending time with him, although he seemed to go out of his way to allow us time together. It appeared that I had been accepted as a suitable companion. Occasionally, I would join him at one or another of the local biker bars, but I felt a bit out of place. Steve did not seem out of place, in fact he seemed to be very comfortable and confident. He still wore his vest and it was still reversed. I only joined him once or twice a month.
My paintings were getting better. I was still my own worse critic. Sabrina convinced me to enter a few few pieces in an upcoming show that one of her girl friends was sponsoring. I didn't win anything, but I did sell two paintings. Sometimes little things like that can give you a pretty big ego boost.
======================================
And then things turned shitty. Shelly showed up. It had been over two years since I had spoken to her or s